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English Abstract 
Owing to the hegemony of Western rationalist discourse, African governments implement 
development, or modernization on the premises of the Western epistemological import, resulting 
in an exclusion of the traditional subject from modernity. 
The present study is motivated by these conditions and the resultant lack of African theoretical 
perspectives in the analysis of African societies. 
Therefore the study investigates whether African (and in particular, Tswana traditional thought) 
is a viable perspective through which to analyse socio-cultural manifestations in contemporary 
African societies. This is done by taking HIV/AIDS as an example of a social crisis within the 
context of modernity. The study interviews traditional healers and priests from one of the new 
African Christian churches, The Zion Church of Christ (ZCC) on the causes and cures of 
HIV/AIDS in order to ascertain how traditional thought deals with social ruptures in the context 
of modernity.  
The findings from these interviews suggest that African thought is still predominantly mystical 
or spiritual in that, even though it considers HIV/AIDS to be spread by natural causes, it focuses 
on culture and the occult as prime causes. Therefore, Tswana traditional thought seems more 
viable in relation to explaining cultural and metaphysical aspects. The study does not consider 
the predominantly mystical to be a particularly African trait, but a common feature of human 
thought, and believes that the persistence of the occult, such as witchcraft, is an indicator of  the 
government’s exclusion of the traditional subject from development discourse and the 
imbalanced distribution of the economic benefits of modernity. 
To the question of how African traditional thought can be constitutive of modernity and thereby 
be an alternative perspective in the understanding of contemporary society, the ZCC’s 
remodelling of Christianity in the image of an African worldview is seen as some of those 
manifestations which can constitute an alternative perspective. Lastly, it is considered important 
that African governments become “traditional” in their development policies in order to include 
the traditional subject and those aspects of traditional knowledge which are viable in a modern 
context.  
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Dansk abstrakt 
Som følge af den vestlige verdens rationalistisk diskurs og dens hegemonisk status, søger de 
fleste afrikanske regeringer at implementere udvikling på dens præmisser. Dette resulterer i en 
marginalisering af den almindelige afrikaner fra modernitet, og en manglende afrikansk 
perspektiv i studiet af afrikanske samfund og kulturer. Dette er motivationen for nærværende 
rapport. Af denne grund undersøger rapporten om afrikansk tankegang, (og i særdeleshed 
Tswana epistemologi) er et valid perspektiv gennem hvilke man kan analysere socio-kulturelle 
manifestationer i moderne samfund. Dette er gjort ved at tage HIV/AIDS som et eksempel på en 
social krise, og interviewe traditionelle læger og præster fra The Zion Church of Christ, (ZCC) 
for at høre hvilke årsager de mener ligger til grund for HIV/AIDS. Dette er gjort med henblik på 
at afgøre hvordan traditionel tankegang forholder sig til sociale forandringer i en moderne 
kontekst. Rapporten konkluderer at den afrikanske anskuelse er overvejende metafysisk i sin 
analyse af årsagerne til HIV/AIDS, og derfor må anses for at være mere egnet i fortolkning af det 
metafysiske end det empiriske.  Rapporten anser ikke dominansen af det metafysiske for at være 
et specifikt afrikansk træk, men et fælles menneskeligt træk. Derfor anses eksistensen af det 
okkulte f.eks. heksetro, for at være et resultat af regeringens marginaliserende udviklingspolitik, 
samt den ulige fordeling af modernitetens materiale goder. 
Til spørgsmålet om hvordan den afrikanske anskuelse kan konstituere modernitet, og dermed 
være et alternative i forståelsen af moderne samfund, anses ZCCs integration af det traditionelle 
og det kristne som et af de manifestationer der konstituere alternative versioner af modernitet. 
I forbindelse med dette anses det for nødvendigt at afrikanske regeringer bliver ”traditionelle” i 
deres udviklings politikker, for derved at inkludere det traditionelle subjekt og de sider af 
afrikanske tankegang der viser sig for valide.  
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 Part one: Introduction 
 
Chapter 1 
 
 
1. Motivation  
The motivation of this study was the frustration with always only having Western based theories 
of society, communication and culture to work from when dealing with African societies. My 
question in this connection was and is still whether one does not run the risk of misinterpreting 
African cultures and societies by putting over them theories developed from other socio-historic 
and cultural spheres? 
This I believe is an important question particularly in the area of post-colonial studies. 
Therefore, the original aim of this study was to see if it was possible to develop some kind of 
theoretical perspective based on African conceptual systems. This has however proved to be 
more complex an endeavour than first envisaged.  
For it became apparent that African thought systems are not once and for all given entities that 
no one has considered and which can be taken up, polished and fashioned into theoretical tools 
without considering their fundamental value in relation to already existing thought systems, the 
most challenging of which is Western natural science.  
 
1.1. Aim of study 
The present study will still pursue the possibility of African thought as a theoretical perspective, 
but in a somewhat modified form. The aim is no longer to develop a theoretical tool per se, but to 
look at the different manifestations of African traditional thought within development discourse 
(modernity) and see how they relate to socio-cultural changes in a modern context. Thus, the 
study will take its point of departure in a general view of culture as a strategic interpretative tool 
which all societies, including traditional, utilize dynamically in different contexts to meet change 
in society. Traditional thought will therefore be taken as a particular cultural manifestation in 
Tswana society. The study will follow its methods of understanding, and the strategic moves by 
which it critiques, or incorporates socio-cultural ruptures in a hybride postcolonial context. This 
move I believe makes it possible to discuss the position or viability of traditional thought in 
relation to Western scientific thought, and at the same time discuss its possible status as a 
theoretical perspective within the overall context of the study of culture as a social theory. 
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1.2. Context of the study: Official and unofficial realities  
The present study is based on field research conducted in Botswana between 2001 and 2003.  
Botswana is situated in Southern Africa and is a former British protectorate. It became 
independent in 1966 under peaceful conditions. This background means the English language 
and culture is a major factor in the country, and is endorsed as the official language by 
government. English seems to enjoy an uncomplicated and high status among the general public 
as the language of modernity and wider communication. Setswana on the other hand is not seen 
as official, but is defined as the language of national pride and unity, (Nyati-Ramahobo 1999). 
Though, Setswana does not have the same high status as English, even though it is spoken by 
more than 80% of the population, and English is in reality the preserve of the Western educated 
elite. 
 
The  importance of this scenario to the present study is that the status of Setswana and English 
represent the general cultural politics of the country, and that these politics are not limited to 
only defining Setswana as unofficial, but also in defining the epistemological locus on which all 
aspects of Tswana culture rest; namely, traditional knowledge, as officially non-existent.  
The government’s development discourse is the official reality of Botswana which seems to 
work from the assumption that in Botswana all people either speak and understand English and 
Setswana or both. Consequently, it seems to also be taken for granted that the natural scientific 
view of reality is agreed upon by all as the basis of society. 
Thus, the government’s development policy seems not to be so much an integration of the 
modern into the traditional, but an eradication of the traditional and a re-instatement of the 
modern as the foundation of social order. Government hereby seems to be following those 
theories of development (modernity) which assume that all societies will eventually converge 
into one global modernity, and that traditional modes of thought will die out in this process. 
However, traditional African thought has not died out. In fact, it is even suggested by some 
researchers that certain areas of African thought such as witchcraft are strengthened by the 
presence of the modern capitalist economies. (Moore&Sanders: 2001) 
 
In Botswana, the governmental perspective of development has three main consequences:  
1. The modern becomes the normal, while the traditional becomes the deviant and disruptive 
force in society. 
2. Socially, it means that one divides society in two: One English speaking and based on Western 
scientific understanding of reality. The other is Tswana speaking and based on traditional 
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thought systems. The endorsement of one as official and the other as unofficial means that there 
is no point of departure where the traditional and modern meet at equal levels. Traditional 
thought patterns are not officially valid and are therefore not considered in many aspects of 
development. This may have the consequence of cementing those very aspects of the traditional 
such as witchcraft which the government wishes to do away with. 
 
 3. Furthermore, there are economic discrapancies. The majority of the population, who are 
mainly Tswana speakers, are economically marginalized. Thus, they have very limited means of 
exercising symbolic power (Bourdiu) by producing” meaning” in the space between tradition 
and modernity. This is so because the media, central government administration and commerce 
are controlled by those with the means of production and they follow the official development 
discourse. Also, those limited areas of the media which use Setswana as medium are mainly 
government owned, and therefore also follow government cultural policy. Hereby the traditional 
subjects have few modern channels of communication whereby they can discuss and developed 
traditional beliefs and practices in relation to modernity.  
In other words, they have few possibilities for creating hegemonic discourses that can challenge 
official reality. But then, do they not? For traditional beliefs still exist, and somehow challenge 
the government’s development discourse. The assumption of the study is that the presence of 
traditional thought and in particular witchcraft, owes to the lack of such a space in development 
discourse, and that for example witchcraft is there to create a hegemonic discourse in relation to 
that of modernity as represented by government. 
 
These are the aspects which the present paper will seek to understand through talks with the 
custodians of traditional knowledge: Traditional healers. This is assumed to bring us closer to 
judging the viability of traditional thought as a way of interpreting socio-cultural changes in 
African societies. 
 
1.3. The status of traditional healing and witchcraft 
In Botswana, Traditional healers are given a marginal form of acceptance by government. Thus, 
it is possible for a traditional healer to obtain a certificate endorsing his or her expertise. This is 
an expression of that government acknowledges the herbal expertise of traditional medicine. On 
the other hand, the magical epistemology on which much of traditional medical and social 
practice rests is not officially acknowledged. This is seen by that witchcraft, which is a major 
player in traditional belief and medical practice, is not recognized as existing and cannot be 
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heard in the modern judicial system.  This is one of the major areas where official and unofficial 
realities clash. 
 In traditional society, witchcraft is also not an accepted practice and is considered evil. It is a 
punishable crime. But the difference is that in traditional society, it is recognised as an evil 
which exists and influence people’s lives. In modern society on the other hand, it does not exist 
even as a criminal practice. 
 
This was demonstrated to me one day in July 2001 in the village of Kanye. There had been a 
great row about a girl who vomited stones and pieces of glass. The general belief was that she 
was bewitched. The media took up the story, but did not confirm or disconfirm anything. Then 
one day I happened to be at the police station, and in came three people. The eldest male 
introduced himself as the uncle of the girl who vomited stones. He said he had come to report the 
case to the police because now things were getting out of hand, and some one might get killed. 
The police told him that unfortunately they could do nothing. It was not within their jurisdiction 
to take care of cases of witchcraft. But they sympathized with the family. And they expressed 
their personal belief in what was happening. In fact, for them it was quite natural that it should 
be witchcraft. But their hands were tied by the law. The uncle sighed and said “Well, we just 
thought you should know”... 
 
Cases of witchcraft are hard to prove in an acceptably rational manner since they are based on 
belief in magic. Thus, by not officially recognizing witchcraft, the government thereby rejects 
the fundamental theory of knowledge on which traditional knowledge rests; the concept of magic 
as final, efficient cause. 
Thus, the two realities in Botswana are a traditional, Setswana speaking society based on a 
magical concept of reality, and the other based on a Western scientific concept of reality. The 
latter is the official picture of Botswana. The conflicts arise when those unofficial areas still live 
on strongly among the majority of Batswana such as belief in traditional medicine and 
witchcraft. 
 
1.4. Tswana and modern sexual discourse  
Since we are analysing the nature and role of traditional culture and witchcraft in relation to 
HIV/AIDS, it might be in order first to say a little about traditional and modern discourse on 
sexuality. 
In Tswana culture, sexuality is a taboo. It is not something that one speaks about publicly, and 
when it is discussed, then it is reserved for the adult members of society. 
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Talking about sex to the youth is not only teaching children inappropriate things, but also 
violating the privacy of the adults. This is seen in the Setswana expression: “o re rugisa bana”, 
which means something to the effect “you are making the children insult us”.  
 
An example of this attitude is illustrated by Mrs Banyeke whose story appeared in one of the 
national newspapers, the Botswana Gazette: Mrs Banyeke had seven children who all died of 
HIV/AIDS. According to the Gazette, she said she would;  
...”never tell any of her grandchildren that their parents had died of AIDS – or  even consider 
talking openly to them about sex because she says it is taboo in terms of her culture to do so. 
(The Botswana gazette online: 10-01-2002) 
But sex is talked about anyway, implicitly through the taboos and rituals which regulate it such 
as those governing boswagadi(widowhood), abortions and menstruation. It is noteworthy here 
that most of these rituals relate to the woman’s body and its biological functions. Thus, the ZCC 
could say: 
The only cure is to look to self-restrain. The man should not eat the woman’s food. The disease is 
with the woman. (ZCC, Gumare) 
 
This statement relates to the general gender relations in Tswana culture. Basically, the woman is 
unclean, and the many rituals of abstinence and cleansing are about the man protecting himself 
from her body. Because of this, sexuality itself is dangerous and can bring social disorder if it is 
not regulated according to culturally accepted norms and taboos. Though, behind all this 
regulations, promiscuity occurs, but it is usually hidden. With the advent of AIDS, people’s 
clandestine behaviour has suddenly acquired deadly consequences, and new explanations and 
regulatory methods must be found. 
In this connection the government has decided on an open AIDS policy. Therefore in its 
information strategy, sexuality is spoken of freely on the radio, television, through posters, 
stickers on bus stops, clinics and other strategic places. Besides that, aid organisations go from 
village to village telling people about the disease and demonstrating how to use condoms. 
These methods are from a traditional standpoint not always appropriate. 
Thus some informants expressed anger at the posters found in hospitals showing sexual organs. 
This was to them a personal insult, a violation of their privacy, and could be seen as a way of 
spreading the pandemic because the posters told the youth how to have sex. This is general 
attitude to sexuality and the government’s HIV/AIDS information policy within which 
traditional healers and the ZCC speak. 
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Chapter 2 
 
 
2. Hypothesis  
The study’s hypothesis is that, in traditional society, people understand and interpret social 
reality from the context of a traditional worldview. When this is the case, traditional thought and 
thereby the magical, can be seen as an epistemological schemata, a fundamental concept of the 
world which the African brings to bear in his understanding of “modernity” or “development”, as 
well as all other areas of life.  In this way, African epistemology must be assumed to be the 
perspective through which the individual and the community makes sense of, negotiates and 
transforms the changes brought by Western influence. 
 
2.1. Disease as social crises 
The study considers HIV/AIDS to be a social crisis which challenges traditional thought. This is 
so because HIV/AIDS is also placed within the context of modernity, and can therefore be 
assumed to demand new explanations from traditional thought. 
HIV/AIDS is furthermore a social crisis because of its pandemic nature, particularly in 
Botswana, which is one of the hardest hit countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. It is a disease which 
affects all members of society, irrespective of education and income. Also, it is an area where 
official discourse seeks to communicate to all members of society, including the traditional, and 
can therefore be seen as that space where official discourse meets or talks to the traditional 
subject.  
Therefore, the assumption is that by looking at how traditional thought relates to HIV/AIDS, we 
shall also be looking at how it relates to the Western rationalist project of modernity within 
which the government’s information strategy is placed.  
Thus, the study will take its point of departure in HIV/AIDS as general case study, and look at 
the way traditional healers interpret its causes, how they relate to the government’s HIV/AIDS 
policy, and its Western scientific grounding. This will be the basis from which the study 
discusses the viability of traditional thought in a modern context. 
 
2.2. Traditional thought and witchcraft   
Traditional thought is understood as the whole area of Tswana thought; its methods of inference 
and the general world view which constitutes the economic and socio-cultural basis of traditional 
society. Witchcraft is one of the most tangible socio-cultural manifestations of this thought 
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system, especially when it comes to the question of socio-economic change. Therefore, 
Witchcraft will also be an area of focus since it is an integral part of the logic of inference in 
traditional thought. 
 
2.3. Research question 
a) What is traditional African (Tswana) Thought? 
b) How does it relate to the rationalist programme of modernity as represented by government? 
c) How is Tswana thought and witchcraft in particular, a part of modernity? Or in other words, is 
traditional thought constitutive of modernity? These questions lead to the cardinal research 
question. 
 
2.4. Cardinal question: 
Does African thought constitute a valid epistemological framework within which to study socio-
cultural manifestations in contemporary African societies?  
 
 
 
Chapter 3 
 
3. Presentation and structure of the study: 
Part two: theories and discussions of the nature of traditional thought. Will include the 
following: 
 
The search for an African epistemological framework  
By posing the question whether African thought can be a valid epistemological framework of 
analysing society, I am assuming that there must be a particular form of logic or rationale from 
which it can be judged as such. The general study of African thought has been, and is still 
studied and evaluated from a Western rationalist discourse. However, rationalism is not a 
preserve of the West. My point of departure will therefore also be a rationalist one; that man is a 
rational being and that there are universally valid rules of logic, which apply to the natural laws 
of causality.  
The study will aim to understand, first, the general philosophical debates concerning the nature 
and status of traditional African thought, and its relation to the Western epistemological order. 
These will be preceded by the chapter on the general theoretical grounding of the paper. 
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Part three: presentation and analysis of materials: Will include the following: 
 
HIV/AIDS according to ZCC and traditional healers 
This part will look at how traditional doctors in Botswana interpret the causes of HIV/AIDS. 
This will give the possibility of evaluating traditional thought from its own logical premises. The 
cardinal question in this respect is how traditional thought interprets the social crisis of 
HIV/AIDS in a modern context? 
 
Part four: discussion. Will include the following: 
 
The politics of witchcraft and the validity of traditional thought as  
interpretative perspective 
In Botswana, witchcraft is often seen as a cause of HIV/AIDS, but it is also used in much wider 
societal relations. It is an ultimate cause around which social crises evolve and are resolved. The 
aim here is to see how witchcraft is utilized as an interpretative discourse by Batswana to make 
sense of the presence of HIV/AIDS and other social ruptures brought by modernity such as 
capitalist economy. This will be done with a view to discussing how traditional thought 
constitutes modernity and its validity as an interpretative perspective in contemporary African 
society. 
 
3.1. Materials and Methods 
The study will be based on materials collected in a period of 14 months between 2001 and 2003 
in Botswana. The main bulk of the paper will be based on qualitative interviews undertaken in 
2001in the Okavango and Kanye regions. Five traditional healers were interviewed in each place. 
Furthermore, five representatives from the Zion church of Christ, (ZCC ) were also interviewed 
in both regions. 
Main questions to the traditional doctors and the ZCC wished to ascertain the following: 
1. What they thought the cause of HIV/AIDS was and if they could cure it. 
2. What their method of diagnosis was and the role witchcraft in their explanations. 
 
The Okavango region was chosen because it is a linguistically and culturally different part of 
Botswana. Whereas Kanye represents Tswana speakers proper. The Okanvango is the Northen 
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most part of Botswana and can be considered remote in relation to Southeastern Botswana where 
Kanye is situated.  
In the Okavango, I was a guest of ACORD, a British NGO whose work is to inform about 
HIV/AIDS in the region. I travelled with them on one such mission, where they informed the 
local communities of Seronga and Gunetshoga about HIV/AIDS. This was done in the form of 
workshops using participatory methods. This enabled me to conduct interviews in the town of 
Gumare and the villages of Seronga and Gunetshoga, each comprising respectively between 
6.000 to ca. 500 inhabitants.  
 Kanye is a semi-urban village about a hundred kilometres from the capital Gaborone, and has 
ca. 30.000 inhabitants.  
All interviews were conducted in Setswana, but in the Okavango, it was necessary on two 
occasions to make use of an interpreter. The majority of the interviews were taped, except for 3 
where the respondents did not wish to be taped. 
Furthermore, other interviews and informal talks were undertaken with teachers, journalists and 
students at the University of Botswana in the capital Gaborone. Furthermore, nurses were 
interviewed in both regions on the question of witchcraft and HIV/AIDS, including talks with 
Mary Garvey, the leader of ACORD and other members of ACORDS staff. This was done in 
order to gather general background knowledge on the subject, therefore this latter part of the 
material will not appear here in any specific form. 
 
The materials collected in 2003 were of a slightly different character. One more interview was 
conducted with an earlier nurse on the question of how and why people still explained ailments 
through witchcraft. But the major part of the material was concerned with listening to the radio -
the most common media form-, then television and informal discussions with ordinary citizens in 
Kanye – in order to get an idea of the general discussions around witchcraft and HIV/AIDS. 
The media debates and informal discussions will be the background for some case examples. 
One particular example; the historical overview concerning capitalism and the politics of 
witchcraft, will be based on themes that were commonly talked about in the authors childhood in 
Botswana. 
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Chapter 4:  Definitions and Terminology  
 
 
4. What is witchcraft? 
Before we go any further, it might be in order to clarify, define and introduce certain terms and 
concepts within which traditional medicine and witchcraft is understood. 
First of all, what is witchcraft?  
Earlier anthropological texts distinguished between witchcraft and sorcery. Witchcraft was seen 
as a mystical and innate force in the world, whereas sorcery was evil magic practiced against 
others by the use of medicine (muti) and, or objects.  
In more contemporary debates, scholars of witchcraft describe it as an ambiguous, ambivalent, 
contextual historical, and situated within modernity. But at the same time, they point out that 
witchcraft is perhaps best understood as a social diagnostic matter rather than as belief, owing to 
that for many people in Africa, witchcraft is not so much a “belief” about the world as it is: - a 
patent feature of it, a force that is both self-evident and solemnly real – (Moore &Sanders: 
4:2001) 
 
In relation to Botswana, we can perhaps close on to the meaning of the term by pointing out that 
practitioners of African medicine have many names, the oldest and probably most 
misrepresenting being “witch doctor”. It is misrepresenting in that there are different categories 
of doctors in most traditional societies, Botswana not exempted.  
In Setswana, the term “Ngaka” (dingaka in plural) simply applies to a medical  
practitioner, and includes modern doctors working within a Western scientific tradition. 
The term “witchdoctor would in Setswana literally mean a doctor who is a witch. Witch is 
“moloi” (baloi in plural) and witchcraft is “boloi”.  
 As one of my informants pointed out, if one went about and asked where there was a “Ngaka ya 
moloi”, i.e. “witchdoctor”, then one would unleash great dissatisfaction and misunderstandings 
as there are no such doctors. Batswana distinguish sharply between doctors proper, (dingaka) and 
witches/sorcerers (baloi). In Botswana, no one wants to be called a moloi. It is considered an evil 
and illegitimate practice, and is characterized by being hidden in its functioning. Anyone can be 
a witch, for witchcraft is something that comes from a person’s ill-will, usually based on Lehuha, 
that is; envy and jealousy. Such jealousy usually starts within the family circle, but accusations 
of witchcraft are found at every level of society.  
It is not every one who has the necessary occult abilities and knowledge to directly bewitch. But 
with lehuha as driving force, one can go to a sorcerer and ask him or her to harm some one.  
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In my informal conversations with people on the subject, I learned that witchcraft is not always 
about that actions are connected with occult powers. Rather, it is the manner and motive behind 
the actions which also classify them as witchcraft. Thus, one of my informants said that Osama 
bin Laden’s bombing of the World Trade Centre in 2001 was an act of witchcraft because he had 
planned it in secrecy, and with evil intention. 
 It is interesting to note here that it was not so much that he had done it, but how he had done it 
which mattered. In this sense one can agree with the view proposed by Crick (Crick in Moore & 
Sanders: 2001.), that witchcraft is about moral evaluation, in that the informant’s view suggests 
that it would not have been so evil an action had Osama bin Laden been open in his intentions 
and actions, for it would have given people a possibility to defend themselves. 
In this sense, witchcraft is not only about the use or misuse of occult powers, but about the 
misuse and use of knowledge in general. This idea is based on the African view of man as causal 
agent.  
The latter is an aspect of African thought which has excited some scholars such as Horton who 
considers African thought to be solipsistic for this very reason. But as we can discern, perhaps 
human agency is not so much about that man is the prime mover on the question of causality, 
rather it is also about what man can do with his knowledge. As we shall see later, this includes 
scientific as well as occult knowledge. Thus, it is man’s intensions, his ability to gain knowledge 
in one form or another and what he or she chooses to do with it, which is the crux of the matter 
in questions of witchcraft.   
 
4.1. Terms of reference 
In English, it is now common to use the denotation “traditional” before doctor or healer in order 
to distinguish them from the “modern” doctors practicing within a Western scientific system of 
thought. The same differentiation is found in Setswana. Traditional doctors can be distinguished 
from their Western counterparts by the denotation “Tswana doctors” (dingaka tsa Setswana) or 
“traditional doctors/healers” (dingaka tsa setso), and the modern doctors as “English/European 
doctors (Dingaka tsa Sekgoa). But the term “Ngaka” can be used alone to denote a doctor within 
both camps. I shall use the same terms in the following. 
It is worth noting that the term “traditional healer” in English points to a practitioner whose 
knowledge is not scientifically based but mainly belongs to the spiritual, mystical or occult 
realm. 
The term carries within it the discursive categorizations which defines what is considered 
scientific, and places Tswana medicine outside that definition.  
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In recent times, other types of healers have arisen. These are spiritual church people from 
charismatic churches who practice Christianity in various forms, usually fashioned according to 
traditional beliefs. They divine through the bible and their method of healing is water or prayer. 
The ZCC is one of the largest and most influential of these churches and is found in many parts 
of Southern Africa, and have about 18.000 followers in Botswana. (Nyati-Ramahobo: 1999) 
In the following, practitioners from the ZCC will be referred to as spiritual healers or simply 
ZCC, in order to distinguish them from traditional healers proper. 
 
Other terms that might need an explanation are “diagnosis and divination”. Masolo (1995) makes 
a distinction between the two, where diagnosis is what is done by Western trained doctors and 
divination by the traditional in order to distinguish their “scientific and “mystical” foundations of 
knowledge. In the following the same distinction will, for practical reasons, be made. 
Finally, it might also be in order to explain the terms of identification concerning Botswana. 
Botswana is the country and “Batswana” is plural for the people of Botswana. In singular it is a 
“Motswana”. The language is “Setswana” or “Tswana”. The latter is also a generic form defining 
them as people of “Tswana stock”, i.e. “the Tswana”. Thus, it is common to speak of Tswana 
culture, Tswana language, and of Tswana doctors as representing the general epistemological 
groundings of the Batswana. 
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Part two:  Theoretical background 
 
 
Chapter 5 
 
 
5. The search for an African episteme 
I began by decrying the strait jacket of Western epistemology within which the study of African 
cultures is encased. In my search, I have not found any general theory of culture and society 
which is based on an African perspective. On the other hand, I have found a long line of scholars 
who also decry the hegemony of Western episteme in the study and understanding of African 
thought and societies. Mudimbe’s lamentation is an apt description of the situation. He says: 
 
Even the most explicitly “Afrocentric” descriptions, models of analysis, explicitly or implicitly, 
knowingly or unknowingly, refer to the same order. Does this mean that African 
Weltanschauungen and African traditional systems of thought are unthinkable and cannot be 
made explicit within the framework of their own rationality? 
(Mudimbe in Masolo: 182:1994) 
 
Following this, the general endeavour among contemporary African scholars seems to be to 
“excavate” Africa from Western discourse as the title in one of Masolo’s articles suggests. The 
goal of this excavation is to find an answer to what should be studied in African cultures in order 
to find an African perspective, an episteme which will not need the Western discursive order on 
knowledge and rationality in order to articulate something about Africa.  
This is also my endeavour and has been from the beginning. Therefore, I have looked to what 
other scholars say on this subject. African Philosophical Thought is one place where scholars 
from different disciplines, such as anthropology, philosophy, linguistics etc., have converged to 
discuss the nature of African thought and tried to give an answer as to which areas should be 
studied, in order to reach that framework of rationality within which Africa can understand itself 
on its own terms.  
In the search for such a framework, Masolo identifies a new school of thought which has as its 
aim to deconstruct the links which tie African intellectuals and their work to the Western 
episteme. According to Masolo, the common denominator for the followers of this school is 
mainly a rejection of what they term Ethnophilosophy and related theories such as negritude. 
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These scholars see ethnophilosophy as a product of Western power and knowledge which 
functions as a legitimation of Western imperialism. (Masolo: 147&165: ibid). 
According to this critique, ethnophilosophy as presented by for example Father Placide Tempels 
in his book “Bantu Philosophy” from the ‘40’s is an “occidentalization” or “othering” of 
Africans and their way of seeing the world. 
 
In his chapter on development and witchcraft in the Cameroon, Francis Nyamnjoh (2001) also 
cites Mudimbe’s above formulation and critiques the Western epistemological order which 
informs works on and about Africa, also among Africans scholars themselves. According to 
Nyamnjoh, few researchers have bothered to seriously question the ideas, concepts and 
assumptions forming the dominant epistemological import in Africa. He cites Abdel-Malek and 
Chinweizu’s views that the tendency has been to conform to a world conceived in the image of 
the West and the rest. (Nyamnjoh: 28:2001). 
The understanding which this order has brought to bear on the rest of the world and Africa in 
particular, is that the realities found in these other societies are without value. An attitude which 
Nyamnjoh considers condescending, resulting in a dismissal of the social experiences of 
Africans. (ibid). 
I share this view with Nyamnjoh. Furthermore, I also share the view that within this 
epistemological import, the perspective of the silent majority is missing, and that this can be 
corrected by paying attention to the popular epistemology upon which ordinary Africans draw in 
their daily lives, and the ways in which they situate themselves in relation to others within that 
epistemology. (Nyamnjoh: 29:2001).  
 
The epistemological import of the West which Nyamnjoh attacks is one which views reality as 
anything which can be established in a rational and objective manner. In this version of reality, 
the world is dichotomic, consisting of the real and unreal. But as he points out, this is not the 
reality which for example Cameroonians subscribe to. The same can be said of Botswana. For 
when one delves a little under the Botswana government’s official development discourse and its 
relation to popular epistemology, it becomes evident that the latter does not subscribe to the 
Western scientific version of reality as the government and its development discourse does.  
 
5.1. Theories of African Thought and Witchcraft  
Witchcraft seems to be a force so pervasive in African societies that it seems worthwhile to 
consider it in the search for an African epistemological framework. It is a feature of African 
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thought which saturates the popular imagination and has forced governments to take a stand to 
traditional practices in the colonial and postcolonial context.  
As such, it is a phenomenon which we shall also focus on in the following, in the hope that it 
might yield some answers as to the nature of African thought, and how it relates to change. The 
relation to change is important here, for if one is to analyse African societies from their own 
rational framework, then that framework must be able to incorporate change in one way or 
another. By relating to change, an epistemological order becomes historical, and makes it 
possible to read from it those movements in society which produce and reproduce ideologies and 
thereby subject positions. From here, one can evaluate the directions of a society’ development 
and judge whether it is going in the right or wrong direction, and what is needed to adjust those 
movements. In this sense, witchcraft is seen as an indicator of social change. Though, before we 
can come to any conclusions on this, it is necessary first to begin by looking at the history of 
witchcraft, how it has been viewed historically, and  the more recent interpretations of its nature 
and meanings in relation to modernity. 
 
According to Moore and Sanders, a benchmark in the view of witchcraft and African thought in 
general came with the publication of Evans-Pritchard’s book, “Witchcraft Oracles and Magic 
among the Azande” in the late 1930’s. 
Moore and Sanders see Evans-Pritichard’s work as an argument against the then prevailing idea 
that Africans were enveloped in a mystical and prelogical mentality. 
Instead, Evans-Pritchard saw witchcraft among the Azande as no less rational than Western 
thought. It was a coherent and logical system of meaning once one understood its basic premises. 
It was an African epistemology. According to Evans-Pritchard, the Azande believed in magic 
because it worked. It could explain misfortunes by addressing the “why” and not the “how” 
question of natural phenomena. Africans were very well aware of naturalistic causality, which 
answered the how questions. But in addition, they wished to know why that particular thing had 
happened at that particular moment and had had those particular effects. For Moore and Sanders, 
this means witchcraft dealt with questions that were at once ontological and cosmological, and 
not narrowly scientific. Evans-Pritchard’s cultural or symbolic approach hereby achieved two 
things: to show that the African’s mental make up was no different from the Europeans. This had 
the effect of calling into question the theories of human societies as developing in a linear 
fashion; of development as a grand evolutionary teleological movement which positioned 
Africans as mentally inferior to Westerners. But if the prelogical was logical anyway, then this 
could not be the way development occurred. (Moore & Sanders: 6:2001) 
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After the Second World War, the study of witchcraft took new directions with the Manchester 
school. In contrast to Evans-Pritchard’s symbolic approach, they emphasized the social aspects, 
and tried to show how witchcraft more often led to fissions instead of fusions in traditional 
societies.  
Their concern was not so much why Africans believed in witchcraft, but rather, the effects that 
these beliefs had on traditional social structures. According to the Manchester school then, 
witchcraft accusations occurred; where social relations were ill- defined or abrasive. Witchcraft 
was seen as social strain-gauge, which could tell something about social change, mostly seen as 
the breakdown of tribal social structures. Hereby, the structuralist approach of the Manchester 
school saw the prevalence of witchcraft as a result of colonialism; of its new economic and 
institutional orders as being the cause of the break down of traditional society. (ibid.:7) 
 
5.2. Witchcraft and modernity 
In the more recent views of witchcraft such as in among others, Nyamnjoh, Ashforth, Sanders 
and Shaw’s articles, witchcraft is also seen as a social diagnostic. But as Moore and Sanders note 
in their introduction to the articles, there is the difficulty connected with the data around 
witchcraft seen in this sense. For there is no data which is comprehensive enough to judge 
whether witchcraft accusations and beliefs are on the increase, or whether accusations and witch 
cleansing movements can be seen as indicators of moral resistance to socio-economic change, 
instead of as the breakdown of traditional societies.  
Whether witchcraft is on the increase or not in Botswana will not be the point of departure here.  
Rather, we shall work from the fact that it is there, from what the healers and other informants 
say, and from its appearance in society at large, for example the media. The point here is that 
witchcraft as interpretative force does not show signs of dying out, but rather seems to take 
modernity within its framework of rationality. The question is how it does so. 
In this connection, the newer theories of witchcraft are relevant in that they point to the 
ambiguity and ambivalence of witchcraft. This ambivalence rests on the observation that 
witchcraft can be used as resistance towards unjust power structures, but it can also just as well 
serve the interests of those in power.  
In this way it is part of modernity; it partakes actively in defining and categorizing right and 
wrong, and takes sides according to the economic interests of those who make use of its powers.  
In contrast to the earlier views of witchcraft as primitive, prelogical and static tradition, the 
prevailing poststructuralist views now consider witchcraft as constitutive of modernity. 
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This perspective of witchcraft presupposes a modernity which is not a linier telos that will 
eventually make the world one in the image of the West. Instead, modernity is multiple in that 
different societies interpret it within their own historical and cultural context. 
The question of how witchcraft is constitutive of modernity will be analysed from this view of 
modernity as multiple and anti-teleological. 
 
5.3. Symbolic pollution 
Since the present study also views witchcraft as a social strain-gauge, it seems relevant to 
include the structuralist idea of symbolic pollution. 
Thus, by taking HIV/AIDS as the point of departure in the description and analysis of witchcraft, 
I am assuming that AIDS is a feature of modernity which brings rupture to traditionally ordered 
social relations. This assumption may be viewed from Mary Douglas’s concept of symbolic 
pollution. Douglas arrives at the idea of symbolic pollution by defining dirt as matter out of 
place, thereby inducing pollution.  
Thus, pollution occurs when there is a set of ordered relations and when there is a contravention 
of that order. (Douglas: 1966 in Alexander and Seidman: 155:1990).  
Douglas exemplifies this with the beliefs of what she calls primitive societies where transitional 
states such as menstruation and pregnancy, or the abuse of power is seen as contravention of 
ordered social relations. For order to be resumed, rituals of cleansing, untying and so forth must 
be performed. Symbolic pollution is of interest here as it relates to the social value of transitional 
states and those cultural mechanisms which seek to control them. Of importance is also that 
political power and its abuse is not only considered a contravention of social order but that 
criticism of the abuser is usually in the form of accusations of witchcraft.  
 
Though, I must add that I do not agree that this only happens within primitive societies, since I 
do not agree that there are such things as primitive peoples. Contravention of ordered social 
relations occur in every society, and each society has its ways of dealing with them to restore 
order.Thus, perhaps it is a regressive and reductionist exercise to analyse these ruptures only 
within Douglas’ idea, which reduces the idea of symbolic pollution to “primitive” societies only. 
For this suggests that we are speaking of static, anthropologized societies living in isolation from 
the discourse of modernity. Therefore symbolic pollution will be considered from a wider field; 
within the hybride reality of the post colonial society. Thus, the study takes into consideration 
the critique to the structuralist approach which usually studied witchcraft in small village 
enclaves, and not within a national or global context. As we shall see, witchcraft encompasses all 
these areas.   
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5.4. Culture as heritage 
In relation to official discourse and traditional thought itself, Wetherell and Potter’s concept of 
culture as heritage is a useful concept. According to Wetherell and Potter, when culture is 
classified as heritage, it becomes traditional and unchanging. In this regard, they cite 
Cowlishaw’s criticism of the anthropological perspective’s tendency to freeze culture into the 
archaic and pure. In such cases the modern ethnic members of a culture become irrelevant and 
the new social practices they may create in order to meet changing circumstances are seen as 
contamination of the pure culture. The important aspect here is that the focus on the archaic and 
pure separates culture from politics. Hereby, culture as heritage attains an ideological thrust in 
that the study of ethnic groups is segregated from the systematic exclusion and oppression of 
minorities. 
Furthermore, culture as heritage makes cultural contact and the “clash of cultures” a reason for 
concern. (Cowllishaw: 1988 in Wetherell &Potter: 129:1992).  
This perspective will be applied particularly to traditional discourse. As such, it will be a slightly 
different use of the concept in that it will not be applied to anthropologists, but to traditional 
healers. 
 
5.5. Ideology and discourse 
In classical Marxist terms, social relations are seen as determined by the economic base. 
Ideology in this context has the role of justifying those relations that are in the interest of the 
ruling class. 
In their book, “mapping the language of racism” Wetherell and Potter follow recent  
Developments in the interpretations of Marxist ideology in the works of Miles, Hall, Laclau and 
Mouffe and others. In these reworkings, ideology does not, in Wetherell and Potter’s words, play 
an after the event role in the constitution of social relations. Ideology in their view is thoroughly 
constitutive. Ideology then is not a simple and self-contained political idea, but is those practices 
which position subjects and helps them make sense of the world, one which gives explanations 
and versions of reality that have practical adequacy. (Miles & Sayer in Wetherell&Potter: 
31:1992)) 
Practical adequacy is particularly interesting if we take seriously the idea of witchcraft as an 
ideology. This is what I shall do, specifically in considering witchcraft as reproductive of power 
and knowledge in traditional society. 
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This perspective entails that one departs somewhat from the classical Marxist idea of ideology as 
false ideas where it is possible at some point to wipe the slate clean and have social relations 
based on a truer version of reality. For Wetherell and Potter, there is no versionless reality  
(ibid: 62) 
 
In relation to their study of racism, Wetherell and Potter see ideology as assigning exploitative 
roles to minorities by the division of labour, certain formulations of capacities, talents roles and 
rights. (Wetherell & Potter: 1992). 
In our context, this is particularly relevant to government’s assignment of roles to traditional and 
modern systems of thought. In official discourse, Tswana culture is on the one hand assigned the 
role of traditional, national heritage, and a source of identity and national pride. But when it 
comes to positioning the same within modernity, the traditional becomes a source of social 
disruption, ignorance and consequently “unofficial”. Hereby, official discourse has different 
strategies whereby in one camp, the traditional can play the role of heritage, of identity and 
national cohesion, but when it comes to assigning it a place in development, it is considered 
deviant and therefore invalid and defined as non-existent, as is the case with witchcraft. 
 
In summary then, I shall, in my analysis, follow the idea of social reality from a constructivist 
perspective. Thus, human society is seen as existing on “meaning”; that is, we give meaning to 
the material world around us through categorizations, in the way we talk about things, in short 
through language or discourse. These categorizations do not reflect a once and for all given true 
reality that exists irrespective of the way of we talk about it. Reality in every human society is 
constructed, is seen through the way we have categorized the world, either as scientific, magical 
or both. These categorizations are ideologies that are found in every discursive event, such as 
rituals and political discourse. 
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Chapter 6 
 
 
6. Magical and scientific mentalities 
Since the philosopher Hegel identified reason as the propeller of world history and excluded 
Africa from historical development, different scholars have sought to understand African 
mentalities.  
Within anthropology, the two fundamental and contending interpretations of people with magical 
beliefs are between James G. Frazer and Lévy-Bruhl.   
According to Frazer, belief in the efficacy of magic shows a lack of insight into what the true 
nature of cause and effect is. It is because of this lack of insight into the logic of science and 
technology that the “primitive” takes recourse to magical explanations. For Frazer, magic is a 
false science, based on an unsystematic utilization of cause and effect. (Hastrup: 289:1985) 
 Lévy-Bruhl on the other hand maintains that there are basically two kinds of societies; primitive 
and civilized, and consequently two kinds of mentalities. The so called primitive mentality is 
characterised by being systematic in its form, but irrational in that it disregards the laws of 
rationality prevalent in the West. The primitive mentality is according to Lévy-Bruhl, prelogical. 
(Hastrup: Ibid) 
 
However, as Masolo notes, Lévy-Bruhl later modified his ideas to that it is not so much a 
question of a historical contraposition of two different logics, as it is an affirmation of the co-
existence of two mentalities in man, of two forms of experience; one naturalistic and the other 
mystical. (Masolo: 8:1995). 
In his revision, Lévy-Bruhl also recognized that when the savage is not preoccupied with the 
supernatural and magical, he, like the European also makes use of naturalistic experience. The 
difference is that the savage does not regard magical factors as impossible, and that in the last 
resort, his mentality remains predominantly mystical. 
The relation between the mystical and the naturalistic is found in the concept of causality 
prevalent in African thought. An example of this is found in Placide Tempels description of 
“Bantu philosophy” and in Kwame Gyekye’s description of the Akan conceptual scheme. The 
following will be an introduction and analysis of the concept being and causality in African 
thought.  
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6.1. Nature as force 
The African concept of being is what Tempels calls dynamic. It conceives matter as active force 
in contrast to the Western idea of matter as passive. Being in African metaphysics then is 
according to Tempels; force, or vital force.  In line with Tempels, Gyekye describes the nature or 
essence of natural objects in traditional thought as active, as possessing power. 
Tempels hastens to add that it would be a misunderstanding to understand the Bantu as 
dynamists or energists who believe that the universe is animated by a magical force. The African 
sees an essential difference between different beings or rather, forces. Some of theses differences 
are unity and individuality. But individuality is understood in terms of individuality of forces. 
(Tempels: 53:1969).  
 
According to Tempels, knowledge for the African is understanding the interaction of these 
individual forces. But the African does not consider the world as spiritual or supernatural or 
magical. The interaction of forces is for the Bantu not magic, but natural science, since for the 
Bantu, forces are the essences of beings themselves.  
In Tempels words; true knowledge, true wisdom, consists in understanding the nature and action 
of other forces, that is to say metaphysical knowledge of forces or of beings. (ibid) 
 
Tempels claims then, that what we consider magic is for the African true science where the 
traditional scientist knows the intrinsic properties of different beings – in other words, the 
African claims to know the thing in itself/ das ding ansich. (Kant) 
But since metaphysics is not the same as physics, we can say that Tempels’ African removes 
scientific knowledge from its physical realm to one above physics. For this reason, Tempels has 
been accused by African philosophers for engaging in ethnophilosophy, and of petrifying the 
African on some permanent ontological realm, away from the naturalistic and historical. 
Whatever maybe the case, in my view, Tempels’description amounts, albeit from the opposite 
direction, to Frazer’s claim that people with magical beliefs do not understand the real nature of 
natural causality. In other words, where Frazer sees mysticism as a misunderstanding, Tempels 
explains it as being true science for the African. But this does not change the fact that if Tempels 
is right, then that which the Bantu consider science is not based on the material world, but on a 
metaphysical order of unseen forces contained in material things. In African thought then, 
metaphysics and not physics is the basis for true knowledge. But if we look at the Akan 
conceptual system as represented by Kwame Gyekye, then we see a slightly different picture in 
that Gyekye seeks to separate the metaphysical and the physical on the question of causality.  
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6.2. Causality among the Akan 
According to Gyekye, The Akan pay little attention to the causes of what they consider ordinary 
occurrences such as the flooding of a river in rainy seasons or its drying up in times of drought or 
a of pregnancy that lasts nine months. 
These are natural occurrences; empirical, scientific and non-super natural. They are to the Akan 
necessary causal connections of nature as established by the supreme and omnipotent creator: 
Onyame (God). As such they cannot be changed by man, and are therefore of little interest.  
Instead, the Akan take more interest in what they consider extraordinary or contingent causes. 
Gyekye gives as an example of such occurrences as being an unusually long drought, a tree 
falling and killing a man, a snake bite, being accidentally shot by a hunter or being afflicted with 
a particular disease. 
Since such events do not fit into the normal concept of the natural order of things, they imply a 
disruption in the order determined by Onyame. They happen infrequently and are therefore 
considered abnormal, puzzling, bizarre and incomprehensible. 
(Gyekye: 78:1995) 
 
As Gyekye points out, the Akan are very well aware of that a tree can fall and kill a man and that 
there are fatal diseases. But the important question is not the fact that the falling tree killed the 
man, but rather – why that particular tree fell at that particular moment and killed that particular 
man-? This suggests to Gyekye that the Akan do not consider the empirical phenomenon of the 
falling tree or the snake bite as ultimate causes. Instead they are seen as secondary. The natural 
events by themselves are not enough to explain their effect. So the Akan are not interested in the 
How of an event, but rather in the why of it. 
The ultimate answer to the why question is not Onyame, but can be one of the lesser spirits or a 
person using his or her supernatural powers, for example a witch. 
For the Akan, and it seems for all magical concepts of causality, pure scientific explanations are 
not sufficient in themselves since they only account for the natural occurrence, and not for why 
the particular event happened to a particular person.  
Gyekye concludes therefore that for the Akan, in order for scientific explanations of natural 
occurrences to be accepted, they must be absolutely regular and uniform. There are no accidents 
in the Akan system of thought. The deviant event must be caused by some other agent, and as 
this agent is not nature, then it must be human or supernatural or both.  
 
Therefore, Gyekye makes a distinction between what he terms why question-1 and why question-
2 in the Akan concept of causality. 
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Why question-1 relates to what the Akan consider normal and regular events that are 
comprehensible from the natural order of things. According to Gyekye, explanations for such 
questions would be empirical and naturalistic; a poor harvest would for example be attributed to 
poor rainfall. Why question-2 on the other hand relates to what the Akan consider as 
extraordinary and therefore incomprehensible. Therefore, why question-2 will invariably elicit 
supernaturalistic explanations. (Gyekye: 81:1995).  
 
This part of Gyekye’s analysis does not differ much from that of Evans-Pritchard’s in his book, 
“Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic among the Azande”. For according to Evans-Pritchard, the 
Zande belief in magic does not contradict empirical knowledge of cause and effect. In other 
words:  
Witchcraft explains why events are harmful to man and not how they happen.  
(Evans-Pritchard: 24-25:1976) 
 
Therefore, both Gyekye and Evans-Pritchard’s analysis differ in one important aspect from 
Tempels. By distinguishing between naturalistic and supernatural causality, they makes it clear 
that African thought does not reduce the naturalistic to the ontology of forces. By so doing, they 
free African thought from the ontological strait jacket which Tempels, by accepting the ontology 
of forces as true science, has slave bound it to. 
For by reducing the naturalistic to the metaphysical, Tempels makes it impossible for the African 
to acknowledge naturalistic causes and partake in history. Gyekye and Evans-Pritchard’s thesis 
on the other hand makes this move possible. When witchcraft is to explain misfortunes, then it 
means it belongs to the category of meaning; that one does not find natural laws as able to giving 
meaning to an occurrence, but human motives and other laws such as the occult can.  
 
From this perspective, African thought does not misunderstand the true nature of cause and 
effect as Frazer maintains. Rather, traditional thought is more in line with Lévy-Bruhl’s thesis 
that Africans are very well aware of naturalistic causes, but see no conflict in including the 
magical. One could, at an immediate glance say that this is a mixing of different categories of 
knowledge. But since the traditional person does not seek the meaning of an event in the 
naturalistic, then it must mean that one separates knowledge of the naturalistic from that of the 
mystical. This separation is important because without it, it is difficult to see how change would 
come about in African thought. 
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On the other hand, it is problematic that it is natural occurrences which traditional thought seeks 
to explain and give meaning to through mystical forces. For how can two such different 
categories be interchangeable? 
As I see it, this is what Nyamnjoh calls simultaneous multiplicities. According to him, in African 
thought, the world is not made up of an obverse and reverse with the obverse as a being there; as 
the real presence and the reverse as a being else where, as non-being or as absence. Instead, the 
obverse and the reverse are linked by similarities which unite them and at the same time 
distinguish themselves according to the principle of simultaneous multiplicity. (Nyamnjoh: 
29:2001) 
Thus, in Nyamnjoh’s words, the popular epistemological order in Africa is one which: 
... marries the so-called natural and supernatural, rational and irrational, objective and 
subjective, scientific and superstitious, visible and invisible, real and unreal. (ibid.)  
 
This would mean that the one does not contradict the other, but that the visible and invisible 
complement each other. There is also a difference to Tempel’s thesis here, in that it is not the 
interaction of metaphysical forces alone, but their interaction with the physical which are active 
in causality. 
Still, seen from a Western perspective of separability between the objective and subjective, it is a 
strangely fluid manner of thought and makes social analysis rather difficult. But if one looks at 
the system from its own framework of rationality, perhaps it might yield other answers. 
Therefore, the following further analysis of how the ZCC and traditional healers view HIV/AIDS 
will be concerned with this separability and complementarity and how the two camps of healers 
integrate change in their systems of belief. 
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Part three:  HIV/AIDS according to the ZCC and traditional healers 
 
 
Chapter 7 
 
 
7. Central questions 
The centrals question to both the traditional healers and the ZCC was what they thought caused 
HIV/AIDS, if they could cure it, and which role witchcraft had in their perception of the disease. 
In the following, we shall deal with the ZCC’s poin of view in the first section, and follow it up 
by the traditional healer’s views in the second section. This will be done with the aim of 
analysing the nature of traditional thought; the way it incorporates change in the form of 
modernity, and whether this is a sign of that it constitutes modernity in alternative ways to the 
rationalist programme. 
 
7.1. HIV/AIDS and the ZCC: Traditional practice and change in charismatic churches 
As mentioned earlier, the ZCC belong to a category of charismatic churches which have come in 
the wake of colonialism and missionary work. They are found in different forms, for example 
Apostolic and Zion churches, with the ZCC belonging to the latter category. The difference 
between the two is that, the apostolic churches categorically denounce all forms of traditional 
thought and practices. Within the Apostolic movement, witchcraft is considered a dominant 
aspect of traditional knowledge and is seen as the cause of all evil in society. Therefore, one 
seeks to break all ties with the traditional past, including ancestor worship and other practices 
such as burials and weddings. The main idea here is to become born again in Christ. (van 
Dijk:2001). 
In a similar manner the ZCC also see themselves as born again Christians. This came forward on 
the question of where their ability to divine had come from: 
  
We are born anew… you are a new person…and you can interpret things the right way. (re 
ranola dilo). You are used by god. Those are the chosen ones to be prophets. 
The word “ranola” in Setswana means to speak with preciseness; to speak out plainly as one who 
does not wish to deceive, to clarify and interpret. (Z I Matumo:1993:332). 
From the meaning of ranola, we can understand that the ZCC see their message as one which 
goes from an interpretation of the world that deceives, one which is not plain and clear, to one 
which is clear and undeceiving. However, the ZCC do not reject all aspects of the traditional as 
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we shall see in the following. But they had a clear idea of which aspects were unwanted in their 
church. 
Their answer to the question of the role of Tswana Medicine within their church is illustrative of 
this: 
Q: How does Tswana medicine enter into the ZCC? 
A: It does not enter into it because it collects things that are not good. They use things that are 
not in the bible. In the bible, there are things you must not use for example fat from the snake. 
But traditional medicine uses everything... for example Snake fat...these are bad things…for 
example pig’s fat is not used in the bible. But they (Tswana doctors) mix them and say it is these 
things which have the powers. So it is not the power of God, but it is the power of those things 
themselves. 
 
The ZCC reject Tswana medicine. Though, their rejection is not based on that it is not 
efficacious, but because they consider its foundations to be evil. Hereby, they deliberately 
choose one form of knowledge to another. 
However, as born again Christian prophets, the basic premises of their knowledge system is 
revealed and metaphysical. As such, it is not distinctly different from that of traditional healers. 
In Tswana medical practice, the way in which one obtains the ability of divination and healing is 
through the ancestors with medicine or the power of things as mediating force. One of the 
traditional healers described it this way: 
You ask to be given the knowledge of healing....then you are given medicine to drink...the 
medicine is cooked, and cooked ...and you drink and drink. Thereafter, when you sleep, you are 
visited by dreams… the ancestors bring them to you...the ancestors bring them to you and you 
accept them. 
Q:  I see...you are taught by the ancestors? 
A: yes 
Q: So then it is the medicine that makes it possible for the ancestors to come to you? 
A: Yes! Indeed! (Ramataxa: Okavango) 
In a similar manner, the ZCC also derive their knowledge from the ancestors. But as born again 
Christians, they also place the spirit of God in the centre as the entity from which the efficacious 
powers of divination and healing originate: 
The power of healing comes from the meeting of your ancestors and those of the church, so that 
when I pray for you, you are healed without us doing anything else. 
(ZCC: Okavango) 
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Thus, the church is based on the belief in ones ancestors and those of the bible. According to the 
ZCC, the meeting of the ancestors is the meeting of Lekganyane, the founder of the ZCC and the 
prophets of the bible such as Moses. In contrast to traditional medicine, their healing powers 
came from God, and not from the power of things themselves. The priest divines and cures 
ailments through the spirit of God which is given to him. He is  the messenger, empowered by 
the spirit of God. At the same time, the church observes traditional cultural practices such as 
taboos. 
 
7.2. ZCC and the cause and cure of HIV/AIDS 
The ZCC did not claim that they knew exactly what AIDS was, or that they could cure it. But 
they knew that it was there, and what some of its symptoms were. Furthermore, they said that 
they knew it could not be cured because the Europeans had not succeeded in doing so. However 
they believed they sometimes were lucky and succeeded where the modern doctors had not, 
because people who had been given up by hospitals, had come to them and had been healed.  
They acknowledged that HIV/AIDS was sexually transmitted. This transmission took place 
because people did not observe their culture: 
We have gone away from our culture. We become sick because we are Batswana…but do not live 
accordingly. (ZCC: Okavango) 
 
Therefore, the cure was an observance of certain taboos governing sexual behaviour. Thus one 
had to abstain from sexual intercourse during pregnancy or in case of an abortion. In their case, 
these taboos were sanctioned by the message of the bible: 
We should go back to message of the bible that says we must be one man and one woman.- The 
cure is self-protection…the man should not eat the woman’s food. The disease is with the 
woman.  
 
On the one hand, the ZCC acknowledge the natural causes, but it becomes clouded by a cultural, 
religious and traditional gender based explanation of HIV/AIDS. But they do not include boloi. 
For by rejecting the foundations of Tswana medicine, the ZCC also reject those aspects which 
relate to witchcraft. By placing their faith in the power of God and not in the power of the things 
themselves, they rejected the possibility of human agency behind the workings of witchcraft. 
Thus, the link between witchcraft and HIV/AIDS was not an issue with them. 
Furthermore, not “eating the woman’s food” might be cultural, but it also carries within it the 
message of abstinence, and to keep to one partner. This is in line with the government’s 
HIV/AIDS message. Thus, in one aspect, the ZCC’s remedy focuses on naturalistic means of 
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protection. But it must be taken with precaution since it is also gender biased. For this attitude 
does not rest on any proven scientific grounding but is an uncritical cultural bias, which has 
nothing to do with how HIV/AIDS is contracted, but with the view that the woman is unclean, 
and a temptress.  
 
7.3. The ZCC and science 
Another characteristic of the ZCC is that, even though their knowledge is based on a traditional 
and religious view of the world, they did not exclude modern scientific knowledge. Thus, they 
acknowledged Western science and its medical practitioners: 
If we are sick and can not manage ourselves, then we go to a European doctor. If it doesn’t help, 
then we give up...there is nothing to do! (ZCC, Gumare) 
 
Apart from consulting medical doctors, the ZCC also stated that AIDS was incurable because the 
European had not managed to cure it. This suggests that they consider the modern methods to be 
superior to theirs. 
However, it is of interest to note that for the ZCC, the natural scientific and the spiritual methods 
did not seem to be considered unequal categories: 
Our ways are the same as the Europeans because if the prophets say that you have a sore, then 
the doctor, the machine will also show just that. It happens that if we say you have a sore, the 
machine will also show that.  
God’s machine is exactly the same as the Europeans. (ZCC, Gumare) 
 
Are the ZCC priests comparing two incomparable systems of knowledge, are they confusing the 
spiritual and the natural? Do they, by comparing God’s machine to that of the European’s; see 
the two forms of knowledge as interchangeable?  
It was clear from the context of the interview that the ZCC recognized the West as having a 
different form of knowledge, and that this other form is technical. 
For example, we can see that they distinguish between the machine and the doctor in contrast to 
the prophet, thereby acknowledging that the two methods are different. The central point is that 
for them, the two systems can yield the same result. From their perspective, the spiritual was 
every bit as viable as the naturalistic. Thus, they applied both diagnosis and divination in relation 
to HIV/AIDS: 
We just look at the person, and we can see it is AIDS – there are physical symptoms – we divine 
by the spirit of God and the physical signs. If we are lucky they become well. 
(ibid) 
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From a diagnostic angle, their main focus was on ascertaining that the blood was somehow 
affected. They then went about cleansing the blood through different channels, such as blood-
letting and cleansing with a certain brand of coffee. 
 
From the above, we can establish that the ZCC distinguish between the spiritual and the physical. 
But at the same time they see them as complementary in that they apply both diagnosis and 
divination. There are two possible perspectives on the ZCC’s method: the first is that one can say 
they apply a holistic approach by including culture, the spiritual and physical in their diagnosis. 
In this respect, it is also important that in their suggestions to combat HIV/AIDS, they promote 
abstinence and the use of modern medical treatment. Thus, they see the latter as supplementing 
their own methods.  
However, from a second perspective, there is a weakness in their methods, owing to that it is 
doubtful how well they understand the naturalistic causes. This is demonstrated by that even 
though they claim to diagnose by physical signs, they at the same time voice that they do not 
actually know if it is AIDS they cure. They mainly focus on the condition of the blood, and then 
administer cleansing.  
The focus on blood is a limited form of physical diagnosis, since blood can be disturbed by any 
number of ailments. This is also why they are uncertain of what they actually cure. Besides that, 
blood-letting is a dangerous practice especially in relation to HIV/AIDS. This shows their lack of 
understanding the true nature of how infection comes about in this context. 
In Frazer’s terms this would be a demonstration of that African knowledge lacks an in depth and 
specific knowledge of the workings of natural laws. 
For  Nyamnjoh, on the other hand, it would be a sign of how theirs is an epistemology of 
simultaneous multiplicities, one which marries the natural and supernatural.  
However, it seems to me Frazer’s thesis is more in line with the actual factors, since  
such a simultaneous multiplicity in this case seems to be based on an uncertain grasp of the 
physical aspects of the disease.  
 
Therefore, the disquieting question remains whether the ZCC and traditional healers are aware of 
that; it is the very physical aspects which they also apply as diagnosis which Western science is 
based upon? If they are not aware of the empirical as the basis of science, then perhaps it is 
indeed as Frazer claims that magical mentalities lack an insight into the true nature of science 
and technology? This must be so, since if the opposite was the case, then the ZCC and traditional 
Thought in general would long have developed technologies similar to the West. 
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Therefore in relation to the question of change, we can say that African thought distinguishes 
between the natural and supernatural, but emphasize the spiritual. And it is this emphasis which 
stands in the way of understanding the naturalistic and technological. At the same time, change 
does not seem to be tied to whether the spiritual and the physical can be separated. Rather, the 
framework of knowledge has both at once, but can more easily incorporate other spiritual forms 
of knowledge similar to its own such as Christianity. 
 
Therefore, the ZCC’s recognition of other knowledge forms such as science and technology; do 
not play any major role in their epistemological framework since it seems to be only vaguely 
understood. Thus, change here would seem to come by adapting or accommodating similar 
knowledge forms and not by a leap from the mystical to the scientific. 
However, the ZCC’s ability to choose some aspects of traditional knowledge and reject others is 
important, in that it points to an openness towards new ways of thinking. 
We shall discuss this further in the concluding chapter when we have seen the traditional healers 
stance and can compare the two camps. 
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Chapter 8 
 
 
8. Tswana doctors and the cause of HIV/AIDS 
Some healers expressed that they did not know what HIV/AIDS was or that they had heard of it, 
but were uncertain as to what it was. Those who admitted to knowing it, believed that it came 
from engaging in sexual relations without observing Tswana taboos. One such major taboo is 
around widowhood (boswagadi), which means that when a person’s spouse dies, the remaining 
partner must abstain from intercourse for a certain period, and be cleansed so he or she does not 
make any new partner ill.  
Similarly, if a woman has menstruation or has had an abortion she is considered unclean and 
must not have sexual contact with any one until a certain period has elapsed and she has 
undergone some cleansing rituals and other treatment. It was the conviction among all the 
healers who knew of HIV/AIDS that because people today did not pay heed to such Tswana 
taboos, it resulted in them infecting each other with HIV. One such healer was Ntoko: 
AIDS is boswagdi and abortions. That’s how AIDS comes. (Ntoko: Kanye) 
 
Ntoko was convinced that it was the lack of observing Tswana taboos which caused infections. 
In his case then it is sexually transmitted, owing to culturally unregulated sexual behaviour. 
Therefore, Ntoko dismissed the idea of that witchcraft could be a cause. 
No, people do it to themselves on purpose... they sleep together... you cannot be bewitched. But 
some say they are bewitched to sleep with an infected person. But they are dead of boswagadi. 
(ibid) 
According to Ntoko, it is not possible through magic to infect a person directly with the virus. 
Thus, we see that he acknowledges the empirical existence of the virus, that it exists irrespective 
of human agency.  
 
8.1. Cultural disease 
From Ntoko’s statement above, we understand that HIV/AIDS is caused by that people “...sleep 
together”, meaning that it is sexually transmitted. But this natural explanation is apparently not 
enough. Therefore, he includes a cultural element; boswagadi. This amounts to that if people 
observed the rituals of boswagadi, they would be protecting themselves against HIV/AIDS. 
This cultural premise of the disease was shared by all the healers. One of them was Koloi: 
...I don’t believe AIDS is caused by sexual intercourse between man and woman. The problem is 
that we throw our culture away: when your spouse dies and you sleep with some one without 
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being healed...we say we are civilized, so now we don’t do it (get healed) ...we sleep with many. 
That’s how AIDS comes ...(Koloi: Kanye) 
 
To judge from Kolois’s statements, it is not the sexual act per se which causes the disease. 
Instead it is the modern so called civilized person’s rejection of the cultural rules regulating 
social behaviour which is the cause.  
Apart from being cultural, contamination is also biological in a racial sense. This came forward 
in the question of whether witchcraft (boloi) can be the cause of HIV/AIDS:   
 I don’t understand. I can’t answer. I don’t know if boloi can cause it...we don’t know AIDs, its a 
civilizations disease. We’ve thrown our culture away and mixed with other races. We know 
Europeans have their own diseases....(ibid.) 
  
Each culture has it’s own disease, and each culture has its own methods of dealing with them. If 
HIV/AIDS was a Tswana disease it would be possible to cure it with traditional methods. This 
was a common ground for both the traditional healers and the ZCC. Hereby both camps operate 
with a view of culture as heritage, as something pure which can be contaminated. Furthermore, 
Koloi’s statements point to the idea of symbolic Pollution whereby the sexual act between 
“races” can be viewed as matter out of place. The act results in a contravention of ordered social 
relations.   
 
It would seem that Koloi wholly rejects the idea of sexual transmission. To him, HIV/AIDS is 
civilization or modernity itself. And modernity is a foreign disease which has infected the pure 
culture. This view is cemented not only by his dismissal of sexual transmission, but also by his 
doubts that witchcraft can be cause. Thereby, the reason for the existence of HIV/AIDS come 
squarely to rest on the presence of modernity, which becomes a virus contaminating the whole 
social body of Tswana culture. 
Hereby, both Ntoko and Koloi cement the culturalist premises of the disease. The difference 
being that Ntoko acknowledges its naturalistic basis. 
However, the result in both cases is that the only way to resist its destructive force is to go back 
to the pure Tswana culture. 
In this connection, witchcraft does not play any major role in the two healer’s perception of the 
causes of HIV/AIDS. But we saw from Ntoko that popular belief considers it to be an active 
factor. 
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In relation to the variance in opinion between the two healers and popular opinion that witchcraft 
can be a cause, it is interesting to note that the view of traditional thought as static tradition is 
somehow challenged. Thus, it is possible within traditional thought to have varied views of a 
subject. But does this lead to change in its basic framework of perceiving the world?  Judging 
from the alternative explanations of boswagadi and cultural contamination, it is a variation 
within the same theme, in that  the difference of opinion does not lead to any radically new 
conception, but is located within the thought system’s common framework of rationality. 
Furthermore, even though, some healers may reject witchcraft as cause, it does not mean that all 
healers or  popular belief agrees with them. However, of  importance in this connection is also 
that the different healers answer from their own personal context; that is, they emphasize certain 
aspects according to their own personal experiences. This was particularly clear in Koloi’s case 
who told that he had become a healer because he at one point became ill. He was then visited by 
the ancestors and told that he could only become well if he became a healer. At the same time he 
expressed a strong resentment to the hegemony of English culture over the lives of Batswana. 
Thus, the overriding theme in his explanations became displacement of identity and self-
rediscovery. 
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8.2. Displacement and self-rediscovery 
In other words, one can say that Koloi’s resentment and emphasis on cultural displacement 
means that he considers the idea that AIDS is sexually transmitted, to be just another method 
whereby Western hegemony imposes itself on Tswana culture.  
It is a resentment owing to a feeling that a foreign eye now comes in and pins him like a fly to 
the wall by claiming that, the natural act in which he and his ancestors from the beginning of 
history have partaken in, is now used to fix him with blame in order to regulate and steal his 
heritage and identity. 
Hereby, the return to the pure culture becomes a restoration not only of social order, but also of  
personal identity. 
Koloi’s description of how he became sick and was cured by listening to his ancestors is a 
relatively common story also in modern day Botswna. In this context, it can be taken as a general 
symptom of a growing feeling of displacement brought by modernity. 
In this sense, Koloi’s understanding also corresponds to earlier structuralist views of modernity 
as something which caused the breakdown of traditional social structures. 
 
In conclusion to the above, we can say that where the ZCC were born again in Christ, Koloi is 
born again in his ancestors. However, the ZCC’s rebirth was not only in Christ, but also a rebirth 
of their ancestors and culture within the context of Christianity. In Koloi’s case, this suggests 
that perhaps in some cases, the emphasis on culture as cause of HIV/AIDS also has something to 
do with the politics of identity. So that in a manner, when we speak of the culturalist explanation 
as cause of HIV/AIDS, we should have in mind that we may also be talking about the politics of 
identity prevalent in a hybride post colonial context.  
Thus, I believe it is not only a question of that Koloi sees culture as archaic, but that the real 
reason for his resentment is about the  exclusion of Tswana culture and knowledge, of the 
displacement and denigration of its foundations and practices in relation to the official discourse 
on modernity. By excluding the traditional from development discourse, one also excludes the 
traditional subject, and leaves him hanging in the periphery as the bearer of an invalid world 
view. This is problematic. 
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Chapter 9 
 
 
9. From boswagadi to politics 
In the above, we have seen that it is cultural disintegration which is the cause of HIV/AIDS and 
that the cure is observance of Tswana taboos. In the ZCC’s, Ntoko and Koloi’s versions we have 
not seen witchcraft used as a direct explanation of the disease. Instead it was popular belief 
which incorporated it in their explanations. However this does not mean that other traditional 
healers did not consider it as active. In the following, we shall look at another traditional healers 
views on the subject; Bafana. He too was preoccupied with cultural disintegration as reason for 
the presence of HIV/AIDS. But in contrast to the other healers, he connected it directly to the 
government’s AIDS policy, its information strategy, and the politics of development. The latter 
was for him the sphere where witchcraft was located. 
First of all, his view of the information strategy and open sexual policy were as follows: 
Government encourages sex. They go to schools and tell how one has sex—it means government 
is the leader of the conspiracy. (Bafana) 
 
Bafana is speaking within the general Tswana view of sexuality as a taboo. This means that 
when the government introduces an open sexual discourse in their information strategy, it 
becomes a way of breaking down those Tswana cultural taboos which govern sexual behaviour. 
Since the government represents modernity, and its HIV/AIDS discourse is based on the cultural 
and epistemological framework of the same, it means that modernity breaks down traditional 
structures. 
Furthermore, he considers AIDS a conspiracy (“borukhutle”) in Setswana. This strongly 
characterizes modern development as a destructive element in Tswana society and suggests that 
the government’s methods or intentions are somehow suspicious.  
In fact, Bafana was very explicit on these points. This came forward when I asked why the 
ancestors do not tell us what to do in relation to the pandemic: 
..Maybe they are spiting us. Maybe we have sinned, maybe we have brought it in some way.....at 
first one said there were too many people in the world. To solve the problem they said we should 
have abortions. Then second, aids came... and it kills those in their prime. And no one has said 
condoms are safe..it is also strange they are free;  We lack so many things in our lives, why are 
the condoms free? I’ve heard of black convicts who were injected so they should not procreate. 
My question is the firms which make  these condoms, what do they get out of it? I believe the 
government has interests with these firms. (Bafana:Kanye). 
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Bafana begins by giving a religious and cultural explanation as cause; that maybe it is because 
people have sinned. But he quickly jumps to a more political level by considering HIV/AIDS to 
be a plot between the West and the government to eliminate the African population. From this 
perspective, the government’s methods to eradicate the pandemic; condoms and an open sexual 
policy, is the means to spread it. According to Bafana, it was a popular belief that condoms were 
infected. Some people said they had worms. But he also dismissed them on the grounds that they 
were simply not safe enough: 
...I was at a conference in East London (South Africa) I asked how safe condoms were. I was 
told 75% . But what of the 25% ? what is my credibility if I tell them (clients) to use something 
that is only 75% safe? (Bafana) 
 
The rest of the interviewed healers and ZCC people did not connect government and modernity 
as direct cause. But they all shared the idea that condoms were the cause of infections. The ZCC 
said they advised people to use condoms, but they were not convinced of their efficacy. 
Thus, even though the ZCC were generally positive towards the modern methods and the 
government, they in this way also shared the idea of conspiracy. 
 
9.1. Witchcraft as conspiracy 
In the preceding, Bafana´ explanation of the cause of HIV/AIDS moves from the cultural to the 
naturalistic, in the sense that he bases some of his critique on statistics relating to the safety of 
condoms. He then continues to the conspiracy theory, a form of argument which is also probable 
since it is possible that condoms can be infected, and one can scientifically prove whether they 
are or not. 
But his critique does not seem to have as motive to make such an analysis. Instead he seems to 
be more concerned with the motives of the government and the modern medical establishment 
and its practices. 
Basically, according to him, AIDS is caused by government, Western firms and the medical 
institutions through sexual education and the free distribution of condoms. 
 
Apart from being guilty of conspiracy, government and its modern institutions also practiced 
witchcraft. At this level, witchcraft did not just belong to the supernatural realm, but was found 
also within the institutions of modern medicine as part of the conspiracy to do harm: 
...witchcraft is when a nurse does it by injecting with an AIDS infected needle- that’s witchcraft, 
when its done on purpose..(Bafana: Kanye) 
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Bafana´s definition of witchcraft here is very similar to the earlier informant’s who saw Osama 
bin Laden’s action as boloi. It is empirical knowledge used with evil intent, with the aim to 
harm. Thus, infecting condoms is also an act of witchcraft, and it is done by the West with the 
collaboration of the government. 
 
Furthermore, for him, like for many other Batswana, the existence of witchcraft was not 
something which could be debated; it existed, and what’s more he considered it to be found at all 
levels of society. Thus, the fact that official discourse does not acknowledge its presence was not 
enough to convince him of its absence, but rather of its existence in the political institutions 
themselves: 
Witchcraft is being hidden ...witches have been caught but it is denied by 
government...government does not allow that any one can be bewitched. When you talk about 
witchcraft you provoke the government...people admit witchcraft, but government denies it 
because they are in it too, their mothers or wives are in it... (ibid) 
 
In his view, the government denies witchcraft because politicians are implicated. At this level, 
witchcraft is both occult and pseudo- empirically based as in the conspiracy theory. What it 
means is that, on the one hand government commits witchcraft at the national level by conspiring 
with Western firms. On the other hand, they also as individuals practice witchcraft of the occult 
as just another means of enriching themselves. 
Therefore, if government was to clear itself of all this, they would have to include traditional 
knowledge. Only that way could it absolve itself of guilt: 
Bola can solve the disagreements. If government wants to cleanse its name, then it must let bola 
be cast. We think government knows something about AIDS because condoms are free... 
(Bafana) 
 
Unlike the other healers and ZCC, Bafana was economically very well off, and used modern 
technology in his traditional practice. And as we saw, he also went to conferences and was aware 
of the statistical methods used to gauge the validity of using condoms, but dismissed them on the 
grounds that they were not totally safe. Thus, he has a certain understanding or knowledge of 
modern methods. 
 But of the interviewed healers, he was the most radical in his critique of the government and its 
scientific groundings. Interestingly enough, the same form of criticism came from the 
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Association of Traditional Healers(ATH), a body that can also be assumed to have a certain 
amount of clout since the government hears it on matters concerning HIV/AIDS.  
This is relevant in relation to the motives behind both Bafana and the ATH’s accusations towards 
the government and modern medical institutions. For one can wonder if it is because of their 
relative position of power that they most keenly feel the threat from the government’s strategy? 
 
9.2. Views from other traditional healers 
The following is a report from the Voice, a nation-wide popular newspaper, which reported from 
a meeting held by the Ministry of Health for the Association of Traditional doctors and modern 
medical doctors in 2001. The article reports on the wide gap between the two parties, and the 
anger of the chairman of the traditional healers association, Vuma Monyamane, who said 
government had...: 
Finally decided to involve traditional healers in the fight against HIV/AIDS because they had 
failed to control the spread of the disease. 
 
Further, Monyamane 
..blamed government for encouraging people to use condoms and birth control methods, which, 
they said contributed to the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  
The healers further claimed that AIDS patients owed their recovery to the methods of traditional 
medicine. They criticized the ministry for compiling data without consulting traditional healers 
and further that they did not; believe in HIV/AIDS statistics because they are carried out using 
machines which are against our spiritual powers.  
 
The medical doctors are reported to have reacted with shock and disbelief, and pleaded with 
their counterparts to familiarize themselves with the scientific views of  HIV/AIDS contraction 
and mother to child transmission of the virus.  
At this, the secretary of the association is reported to have retorted with anger at what he felt to 
be a humiliating suggestion and said:  
You are insulting us, you kill people with your AIDS at hospitals and then you have the guts to 
stand in front of us and tell us we are ignorant. 
(The Voice: 17th August 2001). 
 
The themes from ATH are similar to Bafana’s in most areas: traditional healers are excluded. 
The government and modern medical practice causes AIDS through condoms and other methods. 
Hospitals are places of infection. They do not believe in statistics, but spiritual methods which to 
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them are what can cure AIDS. Even though ATH does not explicitly express this, their view 
amounts to Bafana’ conspiracy theory and can therefore be seen as an accusation of witchcraft. 
 
9.3. A question of power? 
I preceded the above quotes by asking whether traditional healers feel threatened by modern 
science, whether their attitudes are motivated by questions of power. This I believe is the case. 
For traditional healers are very well aware of that modern science is knowledge, and that 
knowledge is used to acquire power. 
Within traditional thought itself, the idea of human agency show that acquisition of power is the 
motive behind human action. To acquire power, man is prepared to go beyond unacceptable 
limits, and use all manner of knowledge in illegitimate ways, resulting in witchcraft. 
Witchcraft then is a way of using knowledge to enrich yourself at the cost of some one else. To 
judge from Bafana and  the ATH’s stand points, this is what the government and the Western 
world does through HIV/AIDS. 
Ironically, this is not far off the mark, for some can say that capitalism is about just that; 
acquisition of wealth and power at the expense of others, and it is certainly what colonialism was 
all about. In a sense then, Bafana’s conspiracy theory and accusation of witchcraft amounts to 
that he sees the Botswana political elite as neo-colonialist collaborators selling out on their 
people’s lives in order to enrich themselves. This points to the structuralist idea that accusations 
of witchcraft occur when social relations are abrasive and ill-defined. In this case, the abrasive 
and ill-defined relations are not only national, but global. 
 
Conclusively, both  Koloi, Bafana and the ATH can be said to view modernity as a disease. 
However, in Koloi’s case, it was more at a symbolic level pointing to the politics of identity. For 
Bafana and the ATH, it was an illegitimate way for Western capitalism and the government to 
accumulate wealth. For them it is more about the politics of political and economic power. 
Therefore, I believe the reason for such accusations are not only about finding a cause for 
HIV/AIDS, but are used as political weapon by the traditional healers to fight for the power basis 
which they must feel modernity is taking away from them. After all, before the advent of 
modernity, they dictated the codes of social and moral behaviour, and people trusted in their 
abilities to heal, and bring order to their lives. And their cry that people are not observing taboos 
can perhaps also be seen in this light; as that the breakdown of tradition is also a breakdown of 
their authority. 
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This fear is not without a basis, since the government’s development policy is one which 
excludes the traditional from modernity. 
But judging from the traditional healer’s views concerning HIV/AIDS, traditional thought 
apparently cannot answer its presence in a valid manner. For in the end, they do not really give 
the answer to the natural causes of the disease itself. Instead their explanations tell us a number 
of other things; displacement of identity, exclusion from development discourse and its material 
benefits, the disintegration of traditional society in the face of modernity and the struggle for 
power between the traditional and modern subject, leading to illegitimate methods of acquisition 
such as witchcraft. 
This means that a rationality of traditional knowledge based on the separability of the physical 
and metaphysical is at best lacking, since it does not really matter in the final end that one 
recognizes natural causes if one reverts to explaining their presence through culture, human 
agency and the supernatural. 
This leads us to the discussion of the validity of Traditional knowledge as an interpretative 
perspective. 
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Part four: Discussion: The validity of Tswana knowledge as interpretative perspective 
 
 
Chapter 10 
 
 
10.  The traditional mode of inference  
I began by basing my analysis on that in order for change to occur, there must be a separation 
between the physical and the metaphysical. In this connection, Evans-Pritchard’s  and Gyekye’s 
observation that  African thought was rational because it acknowledged natural causes, and that 
the belief in the magical was not meant to explain natural phenomena, but rather misfortunes and 
the like, seemed fruitful. 
 
From the preceding information, this separation is still evident since most of the healers and 
popular belief acknowledges that HIV/AIDS is sexually transmitted. Witchcraft here explains 
why a particular person is infected.  This fits in neatly with Evans-Pritchard’s and Gyekye’s 
analysis: Sexual transmission answers the how, and witchcraft the why question. Hereby, the 
physical and metaphysical become strictly separated, and the whole system is logical in that 
witchcraft is not there to explain the physical aspects but to explain misfortune. And more 
importantly in relation to the social stigma of AIDS, witchcraft also in my view functions as a 
social face-saving mechanism.  
 
However, if one takes the system as a whole, this strict separation between natural and 
supernatural causes becomes shaky, because the explanation from both the healers and popular 
belief results in a logic which would run thus: 
HIV/AIDS is sexually transmitted, meaning it travels through physical channels. The reason why 
it does so is because we do not observe Tswana taboos. The government’s methods are part of 
the breakdown of Tswana culture and spreads the virus. Therefore if you observe taboos and do 
not use condoms, you will be free of infection. If you do become infected, then it is because of 
witchcraft. 
This means that once a person has undergone the limited period of abstinence concerned with a 
particular taboo, then they would be free to have intercourse without needing to use condoms. 
Indeed, since condoms are the carrier of the virus, then obviously it would not be a good idea to 
use them.  
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Furthermore, one includes human agency by reverting to conspiracy as a form of witchcraft. In 
effect, witchcraft as conspiracy amounts to that one takes the empirical factors of HIV/AIDS and 
the government’s strategy as starting point, and includes human agency, leading to the 
breakdown of the validity of natural scientific methods in that once human agency is a factor, 
then anything can happen. 
 
The centrality of personal motive is demonstrated by that witchcraft has two forms here: it can 
be the use of the occult, but also the use of empirical knowledge with the intent to do evil which 
classifies an action as witchcraft.  
Therefore, once human agency or personal motive is a factor, then natural scientific knowledge 
can become witchcraft in one form or another. Hereby, science becomes invalid. Within African 
thought then, there seems to be no objective form of knowledge which is free of personal 
motives. 
Hereby, those very methods which are meant to fight the pandemic become the means of 
spreading it. In this way, the logic of traditional thought can be said to work against the 
government and the scientific methods which seek to combat HIV/AIDS. This is where the 
method of inference in traditional thought breaks down. For obviously, this is not the case. 
Therefore, once again, this suggests that Frazer might be right after all in his claim that 
traditional thought lacks insight into the true nature of science and technology. 
 
On the other hand, one could say that it is not a sign of that Tswana thought is generally unaware 
of the true nature of natural causality, but that it is a question of that the traditional healers do not 
fully understand the nature of HIV/AIDS itself. However, as a general thought system, perhaps 
one can demand that it should be able to interpret things in their right context. For the above slip 
in the logic of inference has dire consequences which must result in the death of the many people 
who still abide by traditional methods. 
With such consequences, the logic of inference in traditional thought is not valid in that it is 
simply wrong. What it does here corresponds to Robin Horton’s observation that in order to 
explain empirical and practical events, Africans revert to personal and spiritual explanations. 
(Masolo: 1994)  
In this connection, one can say that the conspiracy theory is a way that traditional thought 
acknowledges the empirical, since the plot to do harm is based on the misuse of empirical and 
practical methods. But when the workings of the empirical are reduced to the personal motives 
alone, it results in witchcraft, and thereby a corruption of the scientific method.  
48
 
Of importance is also Horton’s claim that by seeking to account for the empirical, traditional 
thought or its aims are comparable to Western science which has the same purpose; to explain 
cause and effect in the empirical world. (ibid.). 
If the latter is the aim of traditional thought, and indeed, this must be the case when we speak of 
HIV/AIDS, then the traditional mode of inference is at least in this context, scientifically invalid. 
 
10.1. The logic of the magical 
Another element which demonstrates the presence of the magical within the physical sphere is 
found in what seems to be the innate logic of the magical. We can follow this mode of thinking 
by considering the consequences of that one can be bewitched to sleep with an infected person. 
Such a mode of reasoning means that you can go to a traditional doctor and ask for medicine to 
protect your self against sleeping with such a person.  
However, I must add that I have not heard of any one doing this in relation to HIV/AIDS. But 
such behaviour is an innate part of the logic of witchcraft and is used in all other aspects. Thus, 
some people for example use medicine to curb the risk of having a car accident instead of taking 
a drivers license. Or they take medicine to make sure they are admitted to an institution of 
education, even though they have an exam paper. Then there is the example of the informant 
who had started a fight and was to meet in court. He took medicine to make sure the judge would 
not find him guilty. 
Common for all the examples is that, they show one believes it is possible to cheat or influence 
the outcome of natural factors through magic. There is no reason why the same logic should not 
apply to HIV/AIDS. 
When this is the case, the way African thought separates the natural and the metaphysical, 
becomes rather blurred. For it would seem that indeed, one explains the natural with the magical. 
 
In this light, the earlier arguments based on Gyekye and Evans- Pritchard’s emphasis on the 
separation of the physical and metaphysical become less convincing. Rather, what is highlighted 
by the informant’s answers is Gyekye’s observation that traditional thought is aware of natural 
causes, but not concerned with them since they are “natural”. Instead, the deviant aspects 
become the important factors, leading to an inclusion of the supernatural and human agency 
which overrides the natural. 
In a way, Tempels solves or, rather simplifies this problem by focusing on that for the African, 
true science is metaphysical knowledge of forces or of beings. However, it is still important to 
hold on to that traditional thought does recognize naturalistic causes, for it does so. If it did not, 
then Africans would indeed be the “others”, some strange beings who are not wholly human 
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since they would not be living in the material world as other people do. Rather, what happens 
here is that the natural is interpreted within an overall cultural perspective where human agency 
and the supernatural dominate.  
 
In relation to Evans-Pritchard and Gyekye’s thesis of that witchcraft answers the why and not the 
how question, I pointed out that it was problematic to explain natural occurrences through the 
mystical. As an answer to this, I found Nymnjoh’s idea of simultaneous multiplicity relevant 
because it pointed to that in African thought, the acknowledgement of the objective does not 
presuppose the absence of the subjective and the physical does not presuppose the absence of the 
metaphysical and so on. 
From the healers answers, we can say they operate within a reality of such simultaneous 
multiplicities where it is possible to diagnose and divine. But as observed in the preceding 
observation, the focus is moved away from the natural, leaving the subjective and metaphysical 
to dominate. Thus, one can say simultaneous multiplicity is still valid enough, but that there is a 
danger it can lead to the impression that the empirical and metaphysical have equal status. 
When the separation of the physical and metaphysical thus shows itself not to be that watertight 
anyway, it becomes problematic for traditional thought to deal with changes within a rationalistic 
programme of modernity. 
 
We can conclude by pointing out that, from the findings of the preceding sections, traditional 
thought exists. But it is not valid as an analytical perspective because the predominance of the 
mystical renders it incapable of answering the causes of HIV/AIDS on natural premises.  
When this is the case with HIV/AIDS, it is probable that it will be the case with other areas also. 
Thus, we can conclude that traditional thought can perhaps best answer questions pertaining to 
the cultural and metaphysical spheres, and not the natural world of scientific knowledge. 
When this is the case, the question remains as to how traditional thought can be constitutive of 
modernity? For if it is to be constitutive, then it must be able to deal with changes brought by 
modernity in a viable manner. This is what would justify its use as an interpretative perspective 
within this context. But when it can not be applied to the naturalistic rationality of modernity, 
how can it then be constitutive? 
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Chapter 11:  How is witchcraft constitutive of modernity? 
 
 
11. Popular epistemology 
As mentioned earlier, the study will discuss traditional knowledge and witchcraft in the context 
of the poststructuralist view that witchcraft is constitutive of modernity and that this results in 
multiple modernities.  
By constitutive, I understand a form of knowledge which is able to change its own premises and 
yet conserve central aspects of its nature in such a manner that it can incorporate, change and 
explain new phenomena in ways which create new forms moulded in the likeness of the original 
knowledge system. In other words, the system must be able to metamorphose in new and 
constructive ways which can constitute new life- forms that are relevant to the contemporary 
context of modernity. 
 
First of all, traditional thought can be said to be constitutive because it exists and people interpret 
the world around them, including modernity, from its epistemological framework. 
We saw this from the preceding descriptions. Furthermore, it was also demonstrated during my 
talks with various informants. 
In the following are some examples I encountered in Kanye. In informal conversations with 
people there, I was for example told that Indians, who comprise a sizable population in Botswana 
and are usually prominent in the retail business, also practiced witchcraft. I answered to the 
effect that this was not the case. But people pointed out how Indians burned incense sticks and 
sometimes had their shops closed while prayers and other rituals were held. I witnessed one of 
these latter séances once at a distance and afterwards kept my protestations to myself; after all I 
was not that knowledgeable of Indian culture. But I am familiar with Western culture, and it was 
a great surprise to me when one day I understood that one also considered Europeans to be 
practitioners of magic and witchcraft. I vehemently protested and tried to explain, but to no avail. 
At a more positive level, they were seen as grounded and respectful of their culture. Bafana thus 
believed Europeans worshipped their ancestors and said: 
We  have boswagadi in the bible, but people don’t pay attention to their culture. That means we 
believe our knowledge is bigger than God’s...but Europeans listen to their ancestors..; they go to 
the sea and make braai and talk to their ancestors. 
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A “braai” is the Dutch-Afrikaner word for a grill party.  
My immediate reaction to this was disbelief, and that the persons must be naive and ignorant of 
some basic realities and completely misled by a confused concept of the world. But on closer 
consideration, it is quite logical and natural in that we experience the world from our cultural 
context. For the Motswana, ancestor worship, the existence of magic and witchcraft are not an 
exception to some other form of normality. They are not a whim or an anachronistic hangover. 
For him are that which is normal, and all other externalities must either be integrated into this 
system of logic or be viewed as deviant.  
In the same way that the West meets Africa with its own frame of logic, so does the African also 
meet the West. Is it then not logical that Bafana and others should think Europeans worship their 
ancestors? For is their culture not strong and potent, and is this not the proof that they venerate 
their ancestors? 
It  must be so, if discarding ones culture and thereby displeasing the ancestors means things fall 
apart. Indeed, if we follow this line of thinking, then there are a myriad of examples on how 
Europeans worship their ancestors: art museums, libraries and archives, history, literature. All 
this areas have temples of worship where one goes to learn of what ones forefathers have said 
about the world. Nothing is discarded, but is carefully dusted, preserved, studied and carried on 
to the next generations. Is this not the reason why Europeans have been able to progress to 
greater material well-being without losing their identity?  
 
Basically, what the above examples demonstrate is how the Tswana frame of rationality reads 
the actions of others as signifiers, and that these signifiers acquire meaning within the context of 
traditional epistemology. The ZCC’s integration of Christianity can be seen in the same light: 
they simply see Christianity from an African perspective. This is seen by that they for example 
consider the prophets of the Old Testament to be the ancestors of Moses. In this way, they don’t 
break with tradition, but renew and strengthen it in the face modernity. 
Similarly, it is not surprising that modernity can be interpreted as witchcraft, or that the   
methods of boloi are applied to the capitalist politics of acquisition. 
 
 11.1. Capitalism and the politics of Witchcraft: A historical overview 
As the most adversary form of traditional knowledge, witchcraft is able to apply itself to new 
situations and demands. In the following, we shall look at how witchcraft has adapted itself to 
the new capitalist economy. From this, it will be possible to discuss the ways in which it 
constitutes itself within the new socio-economic situations, and what this means for the 
possibility of traditional knowledge as an interpretative perspective. 
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The first section will be a short historical overview of “case stories” from the 1970´s, followed 
by examples from 2003. 
 
In the 70’s Botswana was a newly independent country. Independence meant the advent of new 
industries in among others, mining. This was followed by the exodus of people from the country 
side to the sprouting metropols.  
This move entailed new economic opportunities and challenges. Many ended in the so called 
African townships in the periphery of the modern cities of Gaborone and Selibi-Pikwe. One of 
the interesting examples is the way women dealt with this situation. There were very limited 
economic avenues open to them: the lucky few who got an education became teachers, nurses 
etc. But the majority of formally rural women had only the options to be maids, go into small 
scale business, prostitution or best, be married. They made use of these possibilities.  
 
In relation to the gender based economies of traditional society where women are dependent on 
man for economic support, it is worth noting that some women took recourse to marriage or 
sexual relations with the new comers; mainly Portuguese men employed in the mining industry. 
Here stories of how those women bewitched the men and turned them into zombies in order to 
keep them and thereby secure them selves economically, became widespread. 
Within small-scale businesses, one of the most prominent areas were drinking places found in 
private homes and known as Shebeens. Here, “Shebeen Queens” presided over their customers 
and many became well-off. After a while, stories began to circulate that body parts, especially 
male genitals, had been found in Mrs. So-and so’s beer pot. This was the reason why she had so 
many customers. It was also at the Shebeens that the feared Thokolosi made its appearance. The 
thokolosi was a new-comer in the register of Tswana supernatural beings. It was said to come 
from South Africa, a country which to this day is considered the most potent centre of modernity 
by Batswana. People ordered the thokolosi from there. When once it arrived, only its owner 
could see it. She had to feed it with unsalted food and have sexual relations with it. Therefore, 
troubles began when male customers became romantically inclined towards the owner, and the 
thokolosi went crazy and started to beat the person, without the victim being able to see his 
attacker. This was how the thokolosi’s existence became known to the public. 
 
The use of body parts to accumulate wealth was not only associated with the lower income 
strata. It was also found in the better parts of the cities and among those in political power. One 
of the most feared was a man named Matsetse. He was said to have become a tycoon over night. 
His speciality was trading in human body parts, also those of Europeans. There was the terrible 
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story of how he had enticed a young European couple who considered him a friend, and killed 
them both and took out the young woman’s unborn child and sold it as powerful muti to the 
wealthy.  
 
These are the kind of stories which the social diagnostic view of witchcraft would see as 
reactions to unequal access to economic power, resulting in illicit accumulation. This is what 
Sanders in his article about “Structural Adjustment, Morality and the Occult in Tanzania” calls 
commodifying the occult. (Sanders:2001) 
In Sanders’ case, it is about how some Tanzanians trade in human skin in order to acquire wealth 
within the new capitalist economy. Sanders sees this trade as an indication of the unequal access 
to the benefits of modernity, inducing some people to use illicit methods of accumulation. 
 
From the above examples, we see that capitalism constituted new socio-economic conditions 
which witchcraft sought to deal with from the premises of traditional epistemology.  
But what about today? Has traditional practices and witchcraft taken other forms in this 
endeavour?  
 
11.2. Witchcraft as social indicator: occult and sexual economies in the millennium  
First of all, what we see amply demonstrated in the above examples, is how the occult is used as 
a means of “moving” things in the material world. In this case, it is the new economic 
conditions. Hereby, the magical does not only explain misfortune as Evans-Pritchard describes, 
but one believes it is efficacious in the empirical realm also, and seeks to influence socio-
economic laws through the occult.  
From a rationalist perspective this cannot work. Apart from that it is morally unacceptable. As 
mentioned earlier, within traditional African societies, such forms of witchcraft are also 
considered criminal and are punishable, often by death. Thus, African societies do not consider 
them morally acceptable, and this is just as well, for the opposite would mean endorsing murder.  
 
But still witchcraft and its traditional structures exist. Why and how? The answer to the former is 
simple and corresponds to Sanders’ above; that witchcraft exists as an indicator of socio-
economic inequalities. Thus, when people do not have legitimate means to acquire the material 
goods of modernity such as education, they take recourse to that which they have access to. In 
relation to accumulation, witchcraft is their most immediate tool.  
During my stay in 2003, I was told that today’s muti was much more violent than in the past. It is 
not within the possibilities of this study to ascertain whether this is the case or not. But it will be 
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taken as a fact that people feel witchcraft and its methods are escalating and not declining. 
Furthermore, the logic of witchcraft itself is such that it is based on the properties or forces of 
beings, or what the ZCC called the power of things themselves. Thus, depending on what you 
wish to achieve, you use objects which are assumed to carry the desired powers. Therefore, the 
greater the wish, the stronger the medicine. The thokolosi, human skin and Europeans are 
considered to be the most potent types of medicine.  
Thus, in the late 70´and early 80´s it was common to desire a European’s head and have it buried 
under the floor of your shop. This was because Europeans were the greatest symbol of wealth; 
therefore if one had such a head, one’s business would surely prosper greatly.  
Therefore, owing to the growing demands of a modern consumer economy, it is probable that 
witchcraft practices should become more and more extreme.  
From this perspective, witchcraft does not change its basic point of departure but simply meets 
the demands of modernity with the same logical premises which says that stronger demands and 
desires require stronger medicine. When this is the case, the persistence of witchcraft is not a 
sign of the constitution of a positive, alternative modernity, but is a sign of the corruption of 
traditional practices as result of the socio-economic demands and imbalances of modernity.  
 
This corruption is not only restricted to witchcraft, but is found in other aspects of traditional 
social practices, such as the extended family which functions as a social security net for its 
members. In relation to HIV/AIDS, when parents die, theirs children are looked after by family 
members. But with the high prevalence of AIDS, the system is at exploding point. 
Thus, a practice which in traditional society was there to secure social welfare and security 
becomes so overburdened that that it simply explodes.  
There are many examples where social practices become corrupted in their meeting with 
modernity. This is for example the case within the gender based socio-economic structure of 
traditional society. The following example is relevant as I believe that part of the reason why 
HIV/AIDS prevails is a result of that the traditional economic structures and practices where 
women were dependent on men for economic support, still exist, if not in material form, then in 
the minds and practices of the people.  
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11.3. Imbalanced distribution of modern economies and the corruption of traditional 
practices 
During my second stay in Botswana in 2003, I closely followed media debates on topics relating 
to Tswana culture, witchcraft and the like. 
One of the major crises at that time was the rampant jealous murders of women by their lovers 
and husband. It had become a major problem which had the government and the academic milieu 
and others up on their chairs trying to understand the reason for these terrible happenings and 
what could be done about them.  
In one of these media debates, it was said that what happened was that women enticed men by 
inserting medicine in their virginas. This medicine made the woman so wonderful to be with that 
the man became completely obsessed with her and did not wish to leave her side again. Often 
these relations ended in marriage. But the woman now having acquired what she wanted from 
the man; money or the social status of marriage, became bored with him and looked else where. 
And in a jealous rage, the man kills her. 
 
The use of such medicine is witchcraft. Furthermore, it is apparent here that for women to entice 
men in this way, they must practice unprotected sex, leading to the spread of HIV/AIDS. 
Thus, both AIDS and witchcraft point to a new consumer economy, an economy of personal 
accumulation, but on the basis of traditional structures. There is nothing wrong with the 
traditional structure itself. It probably functioned well in traditional society. For here, the elders 
were there to arrange and regulate things. And they made sure that women were married. But 
modernity has brought new found freedoms for both men and women, and has at the same time 
meant the elders have lost their authority. In other words, the regulating mechanisms and 
authority of traditional society have broken down and nothing has replaced them. But the 
Tswana cultural values of marriage as social status still live on and become motives and methods 
of material gain. 
Hereby, if one does not have many other possibilities, marriage becomes the only option, and 
may require desperate measures. In this manner, what was probably a normal and predictable 
form of socio-economic relations in traditional society becomes a corrupted form when it is 
practiced within the consumer demands of modernity, and the ruptured traditional norms.  
This situation points to an imbalance between the promises of modernity and the actual socio-
economic landmarks which development has achieved.  
Therefore, people take recourse to the possibilities within traditional society by resorting to 
“sexual and occult economies”. When the practices result in HIV/AIDS, witchcraft becomes a 
social face-saving mechanism. 
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11.4. Exclusion 
In the above, we have seen the workings of witchcraft within the politics of personal 
accumulation. However, witchcraft goes further than this, and is also effective on the national 
political level as Bafana’s views demonstrated.  
To begin with, we can say that the existence of witchcraft at the personal and the national level is 
an indication of a crises of exclusion of the traditional from development discourse.  
The reasons for exclusion is firstly that, modernity has not reached masses. Therefore, they are 
still left with traditional thought and many of its socio-economic structures. Secondly, traditional 
society and its practices and methods are excluded from development discourse because the 
government consider then invalid in a modern context. As we saw from the preceding, the 
government has a point here. But on the other hand, the exclusion of traditional thought is also 
an exclusion of the traditional subject as an equal and respected partner in development 
discourse.  
This can be assumed to result in perpetuating those very forces in traditional culture which the 
government wishes to do away with, because when the traditional subject is excluded, then he 
cannot gain insight  into the workings of the new epistemological order. To him it crystallizes 
itself alone as materialism, and in lack of better methods, he resorts to traditional methods of 
accumulation, leading to their corruption under the pressures of consumerism.  
Thereby, the government’s development discourse marginalizes the traditional subject to such a 
degree that modern and Tswana societies stand in a binary opposition to each other. 
Development discourse has produced traditional society and a traditional subject and placed him 
in the periphery as deviant to the normal modern society. In fact one can say that by denying the 
existence of Tswana epistemology, the state denies the existence of the traditional person. To 
this, traditional culture retaliates by accusing government of witchcraft.  
The latter makes sense to the traditional person, but is it a basis for action in a modern political 
system? An example might be in order.  
 
11.5. Witchcraft as a political weapon 
In 2001 when I arrived in the country, there was a strike at the university. The students 
demanded the abolition of the death penalty and that a ritual murder that had happened in the 
nearby village of Mochudi be solved. The case had been going on for a long time, and the fact 
that it was apparently impossible to find the culprit was seen as a proof of that government 
officials were involved. The students, as the voice of the people, demanded that the government 
resolve the case and thereby show its innocence. 
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It is interesting to note that it is exactly the same demand Bafana made when he said that the 
government should cast the divination bones (bola) and call in traditional doctors, so that one 
could see the cause of HIV/AIDS.  
In the Mochudi case, it was reported that the government had called in Scotland Yard to 
investigate the case. And now the striking students went about and waited for their findings 
before calling of the strike. In this way, accusations of witchcraft became a political weapon and 
a basis for action in a modern political system. For by forcing the government to bring in 
Scotland Yard in order to avoid social unrest, the government is brought to transparency and 
accountability.  
 
By accusing government of witchcraft, the traditional subject seeks to gain access to the power 
of modernity. For one can imagine that the accusations by such prominent traditional healers 
such as Bafana, and the Association of Traditional Doctors will eventually win people’s support. 
Government will fear the miscredit which will befall it, if it is seen as conspiring with the West 
to infect people with HIV/AIDS. It will be forced to give in to some of the demands from 
traditional healers: Hereby, the latter gain more power and will have to endorse the government’s 
actions.  
 
Thus the politics of witchcraft are many facetted: first of all witchcraft is active at all levels of 
society, between individuals and family members, and between government and the people. 
Furthermore, it is not limited to uneducated village populations as we can see from the strike by 
university students. 
Thus, witchcraft can be used by the individual person as means of empowerment to gain access 
to economic and social power as we saw in the examples from from the 70’s and the more recent 
ones in connection with the wife-killings. 
Also, we see in the case of the accusations by the students and traditional healers that it has the 
possibility of going from being a revolutionary weapon on the side of the weak, to endorsing 
state power. These examples show the ambivalency of witchcraft, how it can work in support for 
the disempowered, but just as well for established power structures. 
Furthermore, they show witchcraft as a political weapon which can adapt itself to all times and 
places. It can speak a modern language in a modern context, and achieve the desired results. This 
is only possible because people believe in its existence and efficacy, irrespective of their social 
status. 
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In this way, witchcraft can be said to make it possible for the traditional subject to constitute 
himself within a modern political context on the terms of traditional thought and practices. 
In other words, the Tswana epistemological framework, including witchcraft,  
is an ideology in that it is a chief mover of those practices which positions subjects and helps 
them make sense of the world, practices which give explanations and versions of reality that 
have practical adequacy. (Miles & Sayer in Wetherell&Potter:31:1992) 
When this is the case, then it is necessary to take witchcraft, as well as traditional thought in 
general, as a perspective in the analysis of African societies. 
 
Does this mean witchcraft is of the good, that it is phenomenon which one should consider as a 
viable framework within which to work for social justice?  
The answer has already been suggested that the methods of witchcraft are both empirically and 
morally unacceptable. Therefore, in the long run it is not a viable or constructive alternative to 
the Western epistemological import. Rather, it is there as an indication of the unequal access to 
the benefits of development. 
 
11.6. A metamorphosis of the traditional 
From the above, it would sound as if there is nothing good in traditional thought, that it is a 
victim of the all overpowering Western capitalism. However, this is not the case, for there are 
positive aspects also. But they appear there where traditional thought is able to change and 
preserve its best aspects. This is the case for the ZCC. They have managed to build a coherent 
and clear epistemology, which in contrast to the traditional healers, is positive to science and 
does not feel threatened by the government.  
In fact, the ZCC considered their message of spirituality and love as a way to keep people from 
crime and misdeeds, and were certain that the government left them to work in peace because 
this was also its mission, therefore it appreciated their work. 
 
The important thing here is that the ZCC have managed to make a conscious choice between 
what they consider good and bad in Tswana thought, and have built a new form of Tswana 
culture which incorporates aspects from African and Western culture in a way which grounds 
them solidly within their cultural context and at the same time opens up towards modernity. This 
is a metamorphosis of the inner structure of traditional thought. It is also more in line with the 
modern Motswana’s situation who must rediscover himself; must become grounded in his 
culture again, but also be a modern person. As we saw from for example Koloi, traditional 
thought can also constitute a rediscovery of the self, but it does not manage to constitute him 
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constructively within modernity. Instead, modernity remains a threat, and the return to tradition 
becomes a reaction, and not an active constitution of new knowledge and identities which can 
ground the subject in contemporary society. Thus, where the ZCC were inspiring, open, curious 
coherent and rich in their way of thinking, traditional healers appeared to be the opposite. 
However, within traditional healing there is real knowledge of medical herbs, and this is also 
why one can acquire a certificate as a traditional doctor. But it is still a long way to a real 
incorporation of traditional medical knowledge within the modern medical establishment. 
 
In conclusion, one can say that the ZCC’s method is an example of how traditional thought can 
be constitutive of modernity, where theirs is a real indigenization of the modern. But they too 
suffer from the exclusion of the traditional from development discourse, and their eagerness to 
understand scientific methods disappeared in the wind as there was no one to receive it from 
official side. 
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Chapter 12: Conclusions 
 
12.  The danger and importance of relativism.  
The post structuralist stance of multiple modernities suggests that African societies can come 
with viable alternatives to the linear rationalist development project. Otherwise one would not 
speak of anti-telos. This is essentially a relativistic perspective and owes to the displacement of 
other cultures from history by Western discourse. Therefore, in the endeavour to find a place in 
history for traditional thought, it has been necessary to resort to relativism, in order not to fall 
prey to the view of Western and traditional modes of thought as stages in the evolution of man, 
with the African at the lowest stage. 
If we reject relativism, then we are back to the old Hegelian displacement of the African as a 
subject without history and culture, and this is an unacceptable position.  
But, on the other hand, there is a danger in accepting those aspects of traditional thought which 
are questionable such as the tendency to reduce naturalistic causes to human agency and the 
supernatural. By doing so, we would only be perpetuating invalid methods of science which in 
the long run do not help to develop, but rather keep Africans in a state of technological 
underdevelopment, reduced to the exotic other.  
However, the objective of the poststructuralist’s relativistic position is an important one, for it 
seeks to pave the way for a more fair, dignified and historical space for other cultures.  
But in our eagerness to find a space for African thought in history, we would be doing African 
societies a disfavour if we are misled to interpret anachronistic and corrupted practices as 
constituting alternative modernities.  
 
12.1. The mystical not specifically African 
All societies have been through the same stages as Africa. As Mqotsi points out, witchcraft and 
therefore the magical concept of the world, is not a specifically African phenomenon. It has for 
example existed as an overriding ideology and practice for many centuries in Europe.  
(L. Mqotsi in Hoppers: 169: 2002)  
Mqotsi further points out that magical mentalities will eventually die out as they did in the West 
with the advent of science and better economic conditions. However, the poststructuralists 
contest these ideas, and point to that when people meet modernity with different histories and 
cultures, they can not all end up with a global modernity in the image of the Western rationalist 
programme.  
Moore and Sanders further argue that since modernity has not resulted in the wholesale 
convergence of societies and cultures, then there is nothing natural or inevitable about such a 
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view of development. Modernity is not a logical outcome of an inevitable unfolding of structures 
and ideas, but a cultural project. Therefore, the rationalist discourse is a particular cultural 
dialect. (Moore&Sanders: 12:2001) 
But if we acknowledge that even though traditional thought is predominantly mystical, it still 
does acknowledge naturalistic causes. Then rationalism is not only a cultural dialect of the West, 
but a common feature of human thought. Rather, Western rationalism is a sign of that the West 
has emphasized the empirical in its understanding of the world. 
 
Furthermore, one must not forget that it is also a question of that the benefits of modernity are 
unevenly distributed. If all societies were as rich as the West, they might not need some of the 
more doubtful alternatives. Therefore, if mysticism is not a specifically African phenomenon, 
there is no reason why it too should not die out, or take on other more appropriate forms in the 
case of better economic possibilities for every one.  
In other words, there is a danger that post structuralism, in its eagerness to prove its anti-telos 
theories, goes to the extent of interpreting unfortunate indigenous practices as positively 
constitutive of modernity.  
 
Moore and Sanders also refer to the existence of mystical practices within contemporary Western 
societies such as new age movements, conspiracy theories and science fiction and the like. 
But they seem to do this as a justification of that since they also exist in Western societies, then 
they are also valid as new constitutions of modernity in other cultures. However, this is not an 
acceptable form of argument since one can discuss the viability and role of new age. The 
equation of traditional knowledge with such aspects of Western culture is not helpful. If one 
accepts traditional thought on those grounds, then it is simply another way of Othering Africa, 
and is a condescending view which assumes that traditional thought cannot build rational 
methods of interpretation.  
 
12.2. The conditions for an inclusive modernity  
But in order for African thought to build more viable alternatives to modernity, African 
governments must take other measures in their developmental policies. They must discard the 
attitudes which marginalize the traditional subject and find ways of implementing development 
projects which take people’s epistemological framework into consideration, instead of 
pretending that everyone can understand the scientific and economic workings of Western 
modernity, for they do not.  
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Thus, governments must become “traditional” in their thinking; that is they must understand and 
respect the traditional subject and create spaces of communication between the traditional and 
the modern. Therefore, instead of the top-down rationalist approach which looks down on all 
traditional culture and impatiently awaits its demise; it is necessary that one creates a flatter 
structure where the government can ask traditional society: what is modernity? What is tradition, 
and how can we make them benefit from each other? In other words, it is necessary that one 
creates forums and centres of traditional and modern knowledge, and a civil society where 
traditional and development discourse meet as equals. This would for example entail that 
Setswana and the country’s other indigenous languages become valid modes of communication 
in the modern society. 
In this process, it is also necessary that traditional healers and such movements as the ZCC are 
introduced to scientific thought. The ZCC in particular are an important movement who have 
realised the false aspects of traditional practices, but in lack of better scientific knowledge, they 
are left to outdated and dangerous methods such as blood-letting. 
Therefore, it is time government took a more in depth interest in traditional medical practices in 
order to develop it there where it is good and weed out the more unfortunate aspects. It is a 
question of also seeing the traditional as a resource in development. 
 
 
12.3. The status of traditional knowledge as interpretative perspective 
From the preceding findings on the nature of traditional thought, it is not possible at present to 
have a social theory based on the perspective of traditional thought. But traditional thought  
exists, and therefore constitutes subject positions in that it reproduces power and knowledge for 
the marginalized traditional subject. Therefore, it is necessary to integrate it in the study of 
African societies. 
However, in order to become a viable perspective within a rationalist discourse, it must be 
informed by more contemporary views, and renew some of its basic premises. As mentioned, the 
ZCC are a promising example in this context. But they are still bound to some traditional 
contexts which may not be able to withstand the ruptures of the hastily developing Botswana. 
But at present they answer the needs of the traditional subject. Perhaps other movements may 
evolve from here, and offer more empirically and theoretically grounded interpretations of 
African experiences. Thus, the possibility of traditional thought as an interpretative perspective 
lies in the future, and is also dependent on how government policy relates to traditional discourse 
and its knowledge base. 
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Conclusively, we can say that it must be possible or even necessary to have a double vision, that 
one can demand a more rationalistic approach from traditional thought, and at the same time 
acknowledge the validity of a relativist position. This simply means that one accepts that there 
are different ways of conceiving the world; that one will always judge other ways of thinking 
from ones own conceptual framework. But at the same time, it is necessary to acknowledge that 
there are certain universally valid rules of logic. This position is tenable since as we have seen 
Tswana thought and probably many other thought systems recognize natural laws. It is a matter 
of which aspect each culture emphasizes.  
In other words,  traditional thought must accommodate the more rationalist approach to the 
world, as well as it is necessary that rationalism seeks to find, understand and accommodate the 
more viable aspects of African thought. Only thereby is it possible to reach a form of modernity 
that is not marginalizing, but inclusive. 
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